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" Old age hath yet his honour and his toil; 
Death closes all: but something ere the end 
Some work of noble note, may yet be done, 
Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods. 
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks: 
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep 
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends, 
'Tis not too late to seek a newer world." 
(Alfred Lord Tennyson: Ulysses) 
You have to imagine 
a waiting that is not impatient 
because it is timeless. 
(ECH 31) 
IN PIOUS MEMORY OF 
BISHOP THEODORE ZWARTKRUIS 
WHO FIRST INTRODUCED ME TO 
THE LANGUAGE OF R.S.THOMAS'S POETRY. 
INTRODUCTION 
The aim of this dissertation is to study and analyse the religious poetry written by Ronald 
Stuart Thomas, born in 1913 and a priest of the Anglican Church in Wales. The bulk of 
this poetry was published after 1967. My interest was raised when some critics dismissed 
his religious poetry as 'the sombre grumblings of an elderly man' and 'the sombre 
musings of a man wrestling with the idea of a distant God'. As soon as I became better 
acquainted with these religious poems, I felt that there was much more to them than what 
these formulations suggest. 
His religious poems tell the story of a man's quest for God. They are no more and no less 
than a frank and poetic report of the reflections and travelling notes describing his 
spiritual journey towards the God he recognizes everywhere in nature, whose existence is 
never for a single moment in doubt, but whose essence and 'name' are felt as beyond 
man's intellectual grasp. This is the common experience of all those, either inside or 
outside Christianity, in East or West, who have ever tried to go that very same way: the 
long journey towards the intimacy with the Ground of being (Tillich), which has been lost 
since Paradise. It is my aim to follow and describe the stages of the literary and spiritual 
trek of this 'God-haunted man'. 
In Chapter One R.S.Thomas's life is considered chronologically and psychologically, in 
order to uncover the roots from which the emotions and experiences of the poems spring. 
His love of nature and of solitude are found to be important character features. Attention 
is given to his discovery of what institutional religion meant to the majority of his flock, 
and to his subsequent disappointment at their indifference. The most unexpected change in 
his literary output took place about 1967 when there was a shift of focus in his poetry 
from Wales and matters of Welsh interest to the matter of God and His presence. 
In Chapter Two Thomas's literary roots are investigated. He is deeply conscious of his 
Welsh cultural heritage in the widest sense of the word. He taught himself the Welsh 
language but he never wrote poetry in Welsh. Fortunately there has, since the middle of 
the sixteenth century, been a strong tradition of Welsh religious writing in English. This 
tradition has provided a context for and has found a strong defender and promotor in this 
Welshman by desire and by vocation. 
Chapter Three traces, in Thomas's poetry, elements of the Christian tradition he has, as a 
priest, both represented and continued in his writing, in his work as a pastor and in his 
thinking. The chapter describes the Christian themes and allusions that are plentiful in his 
work. They originate both from Holy Scripture and from the daily practice of an Anglican 
vicar. 
Chapter Four concentrates on the general idea of religious poetry. From R.S.Thomas's 
prose writings in particular the view emerges that traditional Christian religion is gradually 
but steadily being eroded and vanishing. Modern protestant theology, working from two 
concepts, the 'coming of age' of mankind and the absolute transcendence of God, has -
through the works of Barth, Kierkegaard, Bonhoeffer and Tillich - changed, if not 
completely rejected, the traditional 'theistic' God. R.S.Thomas has described how he 
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made this discovery entirely by himself. He wanted to write his poetry not for the 
traditional Christian reader, but rather for twentieth-century man who, in his view, has 
lost the sense of a personal God almost completely. For R.S.Thomas a new religion is 
about to take shape, in which the main emphasis will again be on the mystical side of 
faith. After all, mysticism is older than Christianity. For this 'new' religion, poetry is the 
only means of expression, because science has failed to bring Him any closer. Being a 
poet and a priest at the same time has not, at any moment, meant a serious personal 
conflict for the man who views both poetry and religion as based on the common principle 
of'metaphor'. 
Chapter Five recalls how Thomas discovered the immanence of God early in life and 
utterly delighted in it. As a young priest he once had a visionary experience of the world 
being created by the God of his youth. The seeds of Godhead, as he puts it, were 
everywhere. His love of nature and of solitude has been the life-long basis for his sense of 
the overwhelming presence of God in creation. This inspires him to go on a difficult spi-
ritual journey towards the Presence seeking intimacy with the God of beauty. The world 
speaks to him of God because the world is seen as a sacrament. The world was spoken by 
God when it was first created. The immanence of God, however, has His transcendence as 
its obverse side. The closer the poet tries to get intellectually, the faster God seems to him 
to disappear. The struggle for God is only beginning. 
The only God Thomas finds himself left with at the end of these endeavours is described 
in the poems that are dealt with in Chapter Six. The mythical God he evokes in the three 
volumes of poetry from the seventies is abhorrent. The chapter argues that this was 
R.S.Thomas's way of laying the antiquated theistic God to rest. Untenable myth is des-
troyed by absurd myth. 
His rational endeavours to understand who God is are drowned in darkness. Chapter 
Seven sketches how R.S.Thomas recognizes darkness as 'shadow', the obverse side of 
light. This is how he finds the way out of this seemingly unsolvable problem of the 
darkness surrounding God. He realizes that only stillness of the mind, and at a later stage 
even stillness of the senses, will make his style of praying radically different. After the 
stage of intellectual and emotional 'wrestling', culminating in the frustration of his 
unanswered prayers, he learns to understand that prayer means to make room, patiently 
and perseveringly, for the One who 'may' want to be with him. 
Finally, in Chapter Eight this preparatory process is defined as 'waiting-as-a-mode-of-
prayer'. In a number of impressive poems Thomas describes the moment when the light of 
The Presence entered his soul at last. 
This is what I see as his life's spiritual journey. His poetry leads towards yet another and 
unexpected conclusion. This whole process, described here in subsequent chapters as a 
running story, is not a linear, a diachronic process, with a beginning and an end in time. 
It is a synchronic process at every moment, and is therefore always actual, but its stages 
alternate, depending on the circumstances. The spiritual journey, the progress itself, to-
wards the the mystical union with God renews itself all the time. It is - by nature - out of 
time, and belongs to the sphere of eternity. 
R.S.Thomas has quite deliberately and consistently written 'God-poetry' for those who 
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live in a 'residually Christian' society. This poetry offers and outlines, very tentatively, a 
post-Christian religion for a post-Christian generation. He has made a deliberate effort to 
prevent religion (and religious poetry) and the intelligence of the age from losing touch 
with each other. If Matthew Arnold predicted that poetry would one day replace religion, 
R.S.Thomas identifies the two: religion is poetry and poetry is religion. On the basis of 
his own firm belief in God's existence he has tried to reconcile Christianity and poetry 
again, as 'materia' and 'forma', a union which was lost as soon as Creation was replaced 
by science, and poetry by the law-book. 
This investigation hopes to have produced the understanding that poetry may be the almost 
perfect vehicle for the deepest religious experience: the awareness of being overwhelmed 
by the Presence of God. But unless that comes true there remains for the pilgrim only the 
silence of the waiting. 
Leidschendam, 8 March 1993 
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P A R T O N E 
T H E P O E T 
"I play on a small pipe 
a little aside from the main road. 
But thanks for listening." 
(R.S.Thomas, 1968) 
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CHAPTER ONE 
RONALD STUART THOMAS 
R.S.Thomas's national reputation, even after Dylan Thomas's undisputed and world-wide 
fame, has been virtually unchallenged: he is the most influential post-war poet in Wales: 
"the acknowledged elder statesman of Welsh literature in English".1 
He was born in Cardiff in 1913 from parents who were Welsh by birth but never spoke 
Welsh at home. Ronald remembered as a child having heard his paternal grandmother 
speak Welsh. 2 Both his parents lost whatever Welsh they may have had when very 
young. In his father's family circle Welsh was spoken, but after bis father went to sea 
when he was sixteen, he himself lost all the Welsh he had. Although the young Ronald 
had no Welsh at all, the spirit of Wales was very much in his blood. The sense of 
belonging there has been with him for as long as he can remember. R.S.Thomas was bom 
a Welshman both by nature and "by desire". In 19SS he published a sonnet addressed to 
Raymond Garlick (b. 1926), now an influential critic and a poet in his own right. The 
young Englishman, at the time editor of the journal Dock Leaves, the fore-runner of the 
Anglo-Welsh Review, is encouraged to support the Welsh cause. The poem can, in certain 
respects, be called autobiographical and is perfectly applicable to R.S.Thomas himself. 
One self-made Welshman is speaking to another, with 'the fervour of the convert' (John 
Bamie)3 : 
"Welsh not by birth, but for a better reason -
Birth being compulsory and not chosen, 
As you chose this: to live here and be kind 
To our speech, learning it, and to our race, 
Who have God's pardon but have not his peace -
You know our grievance, know the bitter poison, 
Black as despair, seeping from the wound 
Your country dealt us; plead our rightful case 
To those who came to us for what we give, 
Who take and leave us ruined by their taking, 
Since we must give in ways they understand. 
They cannot see, the stale prerogative 
Of history foists them on our luckless land; 
Open their eyes, show them the heart that's 
breaking."4 
There are a good many sources of both autobiographical and biographical information 
about R.S.Thomas's life. The first is a BBC radio talk he gave in 1972 under its Welsh 
title Y Uwybrau Gym 2, published in translation under its English title: The Paths Gone 
By. The translation is found in the collection R.S.Thomas Selected Prose (SLPR), an 
excellent source of information but urgently in need of updating. (At the moment of 
writing I heard from Cardiff that a new edition was being prepared.) There are, by now, 
three autobiographical books in Welsh by R.S.Thomas, not yet translated, but partly 
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accessible through as many excellent reviews of them by John Bamie.In 1986 Neb 
('Nobody') appeared, reviewed in Planet? 56; in 1988 Pe Medrwn yr Iaith ('If 1 could 
speak the Language') was published, reviewed in Planet 71; and in 1991 Blwyddyn yn 
¿fyn ('The Year in Lleyn'), reviewed in Planet 86. Other autobiographical information is 
stored in the several interviews both in print and broadcast on the air. 
Ronald Stuart Thomas was born in the capital of Wales, because it happened to be the 
home port of the ships his father sailed in as a merchant seaman. His father used to be 
away at sea for months at a stretch, certainly after the beginning of the Great War. When 
he married the family moved to Liverpool for a while. Then he found employment as a 
ship's officer with the ferry-company operating regular services across the Irish Sea from 
Holyhead, Anglesey. That meant he could spend more time at home now he had a family. 
So in 1918 the young Ronald moved up north with his parents to Caergybi ( Holyhead) 6 
where he grew up as an only child. He remembers how his father became deaf and had to 
give up both his career as a ship's officer and his prospects of becoming a ship's master. 
He had to take a job ashore. That meant what R.S.Thomas himself calls "financial 
stringency" in the home.7 
In his early years young Ronald showed a precocious love of nature and of solitude. He 
did not go in much for school team-sports. He tried rugby football and cricket for a 
while, but he gave them up soon. He preferred his own company. Angling became one 
lifelong passion, bird-watching another. Instead of sports and games he went for long 
walks on his own almost daily "to look on the beauty of nature and to think the long vain 
thoughts of adolescence". 
After his secondary school he went - with the help of a Welsh Church Scholarship - to 
University College Bangor, just across the Menai Strait from Anglesey, where he took a 
B.A. in Classics. He never mentions the reasons for this choice. One reason for going to 
university was to be on bis own and get away from the parental home with a somewhat 
domineering mother. Perhaps he already had some notion of taking Holy Orders. Latin 
and Greek would make excellent stepping-stones towards theology and exegesis. The 
decision about his future life may have been taken by then. He had a pious mother, who 
had a brother priest and he, in Thomas's own words, undoubtedly had a hand in his 
decision to enter the Church. He may very well have been the person to obtain the scho-
larship for his nephew. "She nudged me," he admits. But there was also the strong appeal 
of a quiet parson's life in the country with plenty of leisure time to spend on his favourite 
pastimes. He has always been quite honest about this. 
In 1933 he entered St Michael's Theological College, Llandaff. According to its traditio-
nal aim the house wishes to create 'a Christian community based on the residential 
principles of common worship, fellowship and serving the people of God for those called 
to minister in the Church'. It had been run along those lines since its foundation in 1892 
and it still was in his day. Nowadays the college has an 'Anglo-Catholic' position, with 
daily Eucharist (three times a week in Welsh) and meditation, 'silentium sacrum' in the 
refectory and private spiritual guidance including regular confession. Sacerdotal celibacy is 
recommended but never insisted on. It remains the free choice of the 'ordinands'. The 
college offers residential training for the Ministry of priest and deacon to both married 
and single students, men and women; academic education is provided by the University of 
Wales, Cardiff. Today the training consists of six to eight terms, but in Ronald's time two 
years were thought to be sufficient preparation for the task. The present College warden 
could provide no material information on the pre-war study programme . 
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When Ronald entered Llandaff College he was registered as having a B.A. from Bangor 
and having no knowledge of the Welsh language at all. The fee of £50 was duly paid. In 
1937 he was ordained for the diocese of St Asaph (Clwyd) in the Anglican Church in 
Wales, as it is officially called. Since the Church of Wales was dis-established in 1920, it 
forms no longer part of the Church of England, but has been an independent Church and a 
a member of the international Anglican community in its own right. His bishop found it 
difficult to employ him because of his total lack of Welsh. R.S.Thomas admits that he 
first had the idea of learning Welsh while he was staying in Bangor preparing to be or-
dained there. There were not all that many English-only parishes available in the diocese 
of St Asaph, which comprises a good deal of North-East Wales. Many of these were in 
the border area between North Wales and Shropshire, and in the valleys. His first parish 
was Chirk (Eglwys y Waun, Denbighshire), where he became a curate at St Mary's parish 
church. When after a while he informed his parish-priest that he intended to get married, 
he was told to find another parish: the vicar did not want a married curate. In 1940 Tho-
mas married Mildred Eldridge ('Elsie1), a water-colour artist and book-illustrator, and 
they went to live in Henmar (Maelor Saesneg, Flintshire), his second parish as a curate. 
His personal reaction to some of his sacerdotal duties is found in this fragment of a poem 
called 'Vocation' (uncollected): 
"One comes into the world 
Like a violet, so soft 
The unseeing eyes. I brush 
Them with water, the Church's 
Sublime dew. He grows tall, 
Absent; but will return 
Soon with his bride, asking 
The favour of the candles 
And music 
Always 
They go, and always 
The hole in the ground waits. 
The stone pages go on 
With their story. God, I 
Tell them, will read this. Together 
We mend the edges of 
Our Amens. The planes roar 
In the sky. Science repeats 
Its promises. Against times 
That infect I offer my 
Priceless inoculation. " 
(Poetry Wales VI/4 1970, pp.37-38) 
As a young priest Thomas soon realized that both his life and his vocation belonged to 
Wales proper. He wanted to serve the Church in Wales, indeed, he wanted to be a fluent 
Welsh-speaker himself. So there was nothing for it but accept the consequences and take 
up the study of 'Yr Iaith', Welsh. With an enormous effort he began the slow process of 
learning to speak it with the help of neighbouring (even non-conformist) colleagues. His 
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first official sermon was preached in a nearby non-conformist chapel where, on a Sunday 
evening, about twenty local farmers and their wives had turned up to listen to this 'freak': 
an Englishman who had learnt Wçlsh. 
"Mr Owen (of Penarth Chapel) introduced me, asking the audience not 
to laugh if I made a mistake. Then off I went for about three quarters of 
an hour, like a ship being blown this way and that by the wind. Some-
how or other I reached dry land, and after some discussion everyone 
went home. " ' 
The effort of learning Welsh proved so great that by the time he had mastered it he 
confesses he had almost unlearned his classics. Themes and names from classical history 
and mythology crop up in his poetry but are comparatively rare. In 1942 he had made so 
much progress that he could be given his own living: he became rector of the parish of St 
Michael and All Angels at Manafon, Montgomeryshire. He had mastered enough Welsh to 
enable him to conduct services in Welsh, if necessary, and to visit his Welsh-speaking 
parishioners at home, although Manafon was and is mainly English speaking as far as its 
inhabitants in the river valley are concerned. 
" I was vicar of large things 
in a small parish, 
speaking of light and love 
in the thickening shadows of their kitchens." 
(ECH 25) 
Welsh was spoken by those who lived in more remote areas of the hills. He continued his 
study of Welsh there. The village of Manafon itself lies in a small river valley and is 
strung out on both sides of a minor road (B 4390). The little church, some thirty meters 
from the road, is an ancient structure, stone-built with a good timber roof. ('Country 
Church' STF 19) 
The confrontation with the simple rural population of the remote Welsh hills was no less 
than a cultural shock to the young priest. His two years in theological college had given 
him no adequate preparation for that type of community and people at all, described by a 
critic as "the bleak uplands of Wales and the uncouth folk who wring their living from 
it. " The young priest, full of romantic ideas about the Welsh moorlands, was shocked by 
the cultural and religious backwardness of the people of the Welsh hills. They grew man-
gels and raised sheep. 
"From them, too, I began to learn the facts of country life. Their 
standards were simple and obvious. Man was there to work bard on the 
land. If the hay was ready to be carried, it had to be brought in immedi-
ately. The animals had to be looked after for the profit that came from 
doing so. There was not the least bit of sentiment or tenderness in-
volved." · 
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Many of them lacked hygienic living conditions. Conversation topics were limited to the 
weather, the neighbours and the current market price of their sheep. Thomas found most 
of them rough, boorish, dumb and - at times - revolting. He later called them 'a sociolo-
gist's nightmare'. They were no match for the young intellectual who had become their 
priest. They accepted everything, they asked no questions. His sermons fell on deaf ears, 
there was no response, he was never challenged. It took quite some time before he 
accepted the situation and found ways to adapt himself to such a way of life. In a press 
interview after the publication of one of his books R.S.Thomas commented: "I feel sorry 
for my parishioners that they should have a poet for parson." He wished that "they might 
have someone more fatherly and perhaps less intelligent. My nose is too sharp. " 
"Manafon was an eye-opener to me. Here I became aware of the clash 
between dream and reality. I was a proper little bourgeois, brought up 
delicately, with the mark of the church and the library on me. I had seen 
this part of the country from the train in the evening through a romantic 
haze. I now found myself amongst hard, materialistic, industrious 
people, who measured each other in acres and pounds." l0 
It was there, too, that his inborn Welsh sensibility to Nature discovered the beauty of the 
Welsh countryside. He had ample leisure time to walk the hills and the woods. It was 
there, too, that the schedule of his working-day soon developed: study in the morning, 
nature observation in the afternoon and visiting in the evening. In his university and col-
lege years he had not been a very diligent student. He admits to having made only a small 
effort, just enough to pass his exams. His knowledge of theology was very scant. Once on 
his own, however, he started to read and study and to develop his mind. He soon realised 
that to be able to stand up and deliver a sermon he had to read. " So books entered his 
life. Kierkegaard's works were the first he started to read and collect systematically when 
a young priest. 
His powers of observation and imagination grew steadily stronger. At that time he felt the 
other vocation growing: to be a writer of poetry, although he had been writing and 
publishing poems since he was an undergraduate, publishing them under a pseudonym 
('Curtis Langdon')12. The daily routine of the country parson's life suited his philosophi-
cal mind best. He had always been very sensitive to physical impressions, and nature 
around him in Manafon was full of them. He could not understand why the people there 
were not impressed by it, let alone enjoyed it. His first published poems in STF (1946) 
and ACL (1952) describe his impressions and emotions of that early period. " 
In the poems from that time the key subject is formed by the architypal Welsh hillside 
farmer M whom he met and knew from 1942 onwards in the parish where he worked. 
"I saw this man in the fields after I reached Manafon when I was visi-
ting. It was to be the first autumn that I was in Manafon. I saw this 
labourer, and I came back and wrote this poem and I felt that I was in 
touch with something so strong, cruel and raw that 1 would have to try to 
say something about it." " 
18 
This was the start, as early as 1946, of the 'Iago Prytberch' poems, which sometimes 
describe, sometimes dramatize this architypal Welsh farmer: 
'Iago Prytherch his name, though, be it allowed, 
Just an ordinary man of the bald Welsh hills, 
Who pens a few sheep in a gap of cloud. 
Docking mangels, chipping the green skin 
From the yellow bones with a half-witted grin 
Of satisfaction, or churning the crude earth 
To a stiff sea of clods that glint in the wind." 
('A Peasant' STF 14) 
and (in 1952): 
"I am the farmer, stripped of love 
And thought and grace by the land's harshness; 
But what I am saying over the fields' 
Desolate acres, rough with dew, 
is, Listen, listen, I am a man like you.... 
...The hens go in and out at the door 
From sun to shadow, as stray thoughts pass 
Over the floor of my wide skull. 
The dirt is under my cracked nails; 
The tale of my life is smirched with dung; 
The phlegm rattles. But what I am saying 
Over the grasses rough with dew 
Is, Listen, listen, I am a man like you. " 
('The Hill Farmer speaks' ACL 17) 
The poems clearly reflect the shock to the young priest when for the first time in his life 
he recognized what type of person the average hill farmer was. The emotional impact was 
strong: he finds the apt words to express a rich observation of detail. His senses arouse 
his disgust and wonder: smells, colours, sounds, motions, or the absence of them. In these 
early poems there is still some rhyme, the lines are equal in length with a certain flowing 
movement. He wrote eighteen poems about his 'prototype'" in a critical but certainly not 
in a negative vein. The Prytherch poems show a growing admiration for the struggling 
and hard-working farmer. 
Not all critics welcomed R.S.Thomas when he first began to publish this type of poetry. 
Especially his sombre portrait of the hill population could not win everybody's praise. 
They understood the cultural shock, but thought it made him myopic as to other, more 
positive features of rural life in Wales. As early as the second issue of Poetry Wales17 
the critic Bryn Griffiths published his 
A NOTE FOR R.S.THOMAS 
Come down, Mr Thomas, from your austere perch, 
The imposed rigour of thought, your stern pulpit. 
Take back your bleak sermons on us; 
The stone desert in the peasant's mind, decay; 
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The dead hearts in the mountain flowers. 
We, the same old stock, know a different story. 
Yes, you have caught one facet of truth, 
But as you should know, there are many others. 
They, the English and others, fell for the tale 
But we, part of you, knew it too well " " 
R.S.Thomas soon organized his life. Long periods of study were succeeded by periods of 
nature observation, (migrating) bird watching, angling , or endless walks in the woods: 
his cathedral, as he called them. The poem 'Fishing' describes bis fascination for this pas-
time. One even hears echoes of Hemingway in the second stanza: 
"Sometimes I go out with the small men 
with the dark faces and let my line 
down quietly in the water, meditating 
as they do for hours on end 
on the nature and destiny of fish, 
of how they are many and other and good 
to eat, willing them by a sort of personal 
magic to attach themselves to my hook." 
('Fishing'FRQ 11) 
The poem 'Present' (FRQ 9) describes bis daily routine as a parson in his presbytery: 
"I engage with philosophy 
in the morning, with the garden 
in the afternoon. Evenings 1 
fish or coming home empty-handed 
put on the music of 
César Franck. It is enough, 
this " 
Not an unpleasant kind of life, one would say; the poem is nothing if not honest. He 
realized that a town parish would make severe demands on his time in the fulfilment of 
many routine duties thus leaving less of it for study. But there is more. He wants to be 
left alone, and occupy himself with his own musings and thoughts: 
" I would be the mirror 
of a mirror, effortlessly repeating 
my reflections " 
Inevitably, there were his parishioners claiming his time and attention, the outside world 
with its news that did not interest him, people who disturbed bis peace, those who would 
not leave him alone and insisted on having his company or advice : 
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"....But there isthat 
one who will not leave me 
alone, writing to me 
of her fear; and the news from the the city 
is not good. I am at the switchboard 
of the exchanges of the people 
of all time, receiving their messages 
whether I will or no. Do you 
love me? the voices ciy " 
In 1954 he moved to the parish of St Michael " in Eglwysfach, a village a few miles 
north-east of Aberystwyth, along the A 387 to Machynlleth, close to the mouth of the 
river Dovey. This is much more of a residential area, straddling a busy road, where a 
good many English people have chosen to live after retirement. Very little Welsh is 
spoken there. That period saw the publication of the second 'wave' of poetry, published 
by a London publisher, and of his burgeoning popularity as a 'national' poet, owing to his 
poems about Wales, its history and its struggle to maintain its cultural identity. Important 
literary awards came his way: in 19S6 the Heinemann Award for Poetry, and in 1964 the 
Queen's Gold Medal for Poetry. M 
Here, too, he had problems with his parishioners, but of an entirely different nature. He 
loathed the presence of the English, who bought second homes in Wales, stifled Welsh 
culture, helped suppress the use of Welsh, and were generally responsible -in his eyes -
for the overall decline of the Welsh cultural heritage, or what was left of it. 2' As some 
of them sat on his parish council, regular conflicts could not be avoided. They did not like 
him, he did not like them. 
In 1967 he took up his third and last parish. That meant a real and quite deliberate change 
in many respects, almost like turning over a new leaf at the age of 54. He moved to an 
area that completely and perfectly matched his desire for Welshness, solitude and nature. 
He became vicar of St Hywyn's in Aberdaron, on the westernmost tip of the Lleyn 
peninsula. The old church is the very last building of the village: it stands on the beach, 
facing the sea and Ynys Enlli (Bardsey Island), a few miles off the coast, where - as 
legend has it - Merlin is buried22. Once a monastic centre of some repute, it is now only 
a well-known bird sanctuary, and so very much in favour with R.S.Thomas. Soon after 
settling down in Lleyn , he realized that looking out from its northern coast across the 
Menai Strait he was witnessing again scenes from his youth in Anglesey. 
The following poem reflects his feelings when celebrating the liturgy inside his beach 
church: 
"The breaking of the wave 
outside echoed the breaking 
of the bread in his hands. 
The crying of sea-gulls 
was the cry from the Cross: 
Lama Sabachtani. He lifted 
the chalice, that crystal in 
which love questioning is love 
blinded with excess of light. " 
(ECH 69) 
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Lleyn is a paît of the world where Nature still lords it over Man. Pre-cambrian rock 
formations, more than six hundred million years old, in geological terms, have come to 
the surface there. Bryn Griffiths in a poem addressing R.S.Thomas in 1965 calls the 
Welsh: "..this race rooted in rock". n Jan Morris describes it as "the substance of 
Welsh nature"24, "..The softness of the valleys, the calm of the low farmlands are only 
subsidiary to the character of the country: the real thing, the dominant, is hard, bare, grey 
and stony." 
Atlantic storms hit the British coast here, and the land is fully and mercilessly exposed to 
some of the roughest and wettest weather in Europe. The Lleyn countryside looks bleak, 
there are few high trees. The nearest woods for R.S.Thomas to walk in are found around 
Yr Wyddfa (Snowdon). This is the type of country that suits one aspect of his character: 
sturdy, gaunt, slightly uninviting, solid, stern-looking. 
His ministry in Aberdaron included looking after a number of small communities in 
outlying areas. He used a car to travel around. Of an average Sunday, between eight in 
the morning and six in the evening, he conducted at least five services, half of them in 
Welsh. On weekdays he was able to continue the sort of life he had got used to: study, 
walking and nature observation. A fragment from "Poste Restante" describes a few aspects 
of his ministry there: 
"There was a church and one man 
served it and few worshipped 
there in the raw light on the hill 
in winter, moving among the stones 
fallen about them like the ruins 
of a culture they were too weak 
to replace, too poor themselves 
to do anything but wait 
for the ending of a life 
they had not asked for. 
The priest would come 
and pull on the hoarse bell nobody 
heard, and enter that place 
of darkness, sour with the mould 
of the years. And the spider would run 
from the chalice and the wine lie 
there for a time, cold and unwanted 
by all but he; while the candles 
guttered as the wind picked 
at the roof " 
(LAB 13) 
This description of the place of his ministry sounds far from idyllic, or even remotely 
attractive. It reflects his private view of regular church practice and the indifferent 
response of those he served. Yet the move to the North of Wales meant more to him than 
just settling a hundred miles further up the road into the lonely, bleak and isolated heart-
land of Welshness. He also left behind the writing of poetry about some of the preoc-
cupations that had dominated his life, thinking and poetry for a long time: the themes of 
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Wales and the hill fanners. It was a very conscious decision. He had an idea that he had 
said enough about them. 
'By the time I reached Lleyn I felt I had come home, I had achieved my 
aim, I changed my subject-matter but became more of a Welshman, a 
straightforward Welshman, speaking Welsh every day, and therefore I 
was ready to act like a Welshman, so there was no need for me to write 
like a Welshman."25 
These are not the musings of someone who is aware of a duty towards people and land. 
His thoughts move around his personal situation. From 1972 onwards religious themes 
gradually replace the old and by now familiar subjects. The theme of God's presence in 
nature has never been fully absent from his poems; now it comes to the fore with such a 
force that it becomes clear that the Presence of God in the centre of his own life is the 
essential problem dominating his thoughts and his poetry. In other words, he turned even 
more inward: the journey up North became a journey inward. "..The best journey to 
make/ is inward. It is the interior that calls." ('Groping' FRQ 12) 
He is still being honoured as the 'grand old man of letters in Wales', "..the premier 
English-language poet of Wales". M His retirement from the Ministry at Easter 1978 has 
also brought further aloofness from the social goings-on in the world around him. He gave 
up reading the newspapers long before. He privately dispensed with radio and television 
altogether, yet he continued to give the odd interview to Welsh and other, even inter-
national, media. He has always given public addresses, when invited, and taken part in 
radio- and television programmes. He was and is a full and public supporter of C.N.D. 
(against nuclear arms), and of the pro-life movement against more liberal abortion legis-
lation. 
So far he has published twenty-four volumes of poetry, with well over nine hundred 
poems in all; a small number have remained uncollected. Much autobiographical material 
and valuable information on the ideas expressed in his poems can be found in articles and 
radio scripts, but a number of texts and transcripts are still waiting to be collected. r 
After almost fifty years of marriage his wife Elsie passed away early in 1991. She was an 
artist in her own right. Born in 1909 she made a name for herself as a watercolour artist. 
She had studied at the Royal College of Art in London where she won a travelling 
scholarship, and worked in Italy for a while. During WW II she worked for the pilgrim 
trust "Recording Britain" scheme. She was elected a full member of the 'Royal Society of 
Painters in Watercolours'. Her work is on public view in many galleries. 
R.S.Thomas and Elsie's marriage was to last for half a century. In almost all volumes of 
poetry a poem celebrating their love is included. The last one to be published before her 
death is brief and very moving. It is a splendid summing-up of a life-time together. It is 
the very last poem of the 1988 volume The Echoes return slow : 
"I look out over the timeless sea 
over the head of one, calendar 
to time's passing, who is now open 
at the last month, her hair wintry. 
Am I catalyst of her mettle that, 
at my approach, her grimace of pain 
turns to a smile? What it is saying is: 
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'Over love's depths only the surface is wrinkled.' 
(ECH 121) 
They have a son Gwydion, who lives in North London; he is married with one son, 
Rhodri. 
After having grown familiar with R.S.Thomas's poetry over the past years one wonders 
which side of him to give precedence: Wales or God. One wonders even more when 
trying to imagine why, in his poetry, he gave up one for the other. 'Wales' he shared, 
and still shares, with his many readers and compatriots; 'God' is his deeply personal pro-
blem, producing a feeling of loneliness which hardly anybody could share with him. 
Whenever he is celebrated as a poet he is always 'the voice of Wales', never the voice 
from behind the Cross. 
What is the Welsh tradition to which R.S.Thomas belongs? No doubt about it: the 'Talie-
sin' tradition, named after the sixth century Welsh poet, which is the continual process of 
keeping the Welsh identity alive. His early poetry leaves no doubt about that at all. His 
identification with the cause of the Welsh nation gave him the strong poetic voice that is 
heard in the poems of e.g. Welsh Airs, published in 1987. Many of the early poems, sha-
ring the same interest for the Welsh nation, have been collected here with a few additions. 
His life-long regret is not being able to use Welsh for his poetry, for it is his view that the 
language is the indispensable basis for the unity of the nation. Wales's future as a nation 
will be founded upon its own tongue, or it will have no future at all. 
So why then pay special attention to his religious poetry, as I intend to do in this book, 
since it will probably not be the poetry he will be remembered for in any future Welsh 
history? I am convinced that his religious poetry is worth reading and studying because of 
his idea of 'religion'; because the history of his soul, the deepening of his religious 
thinking, and the development of his prayer are very much representative of twentieth-
century man for whom the essence of the religious life has less and less to do with 
traditional Christianity M, but is still very much concerned with the presence of a God in 
this world. When dealing with R.S.Thomas's religious poetry one therefore encounters 
two obvious traditions: the poetic and the religious. Specifying this for R.S. Thomas's 
poetry one encounters : 
1. the Anglo-Welsh poetic tradition (Ch.Two) 
2. the tradition of the Christian religion (Ch.Three) 
One should look at R.S.Thomas's poetry from both the angles when one begins outlining 
a comprehensive assessment of his work. 
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N O T E S 
1. John Bamie in Piana 68 (1988). Comparisons of Dylan Thomas and R.S.Thomas 
mostly concentrale on the contrasts between their personalities as well as their work. 
C.B.Cox in volume В of The Pelican Guide to English Literature (3rd edition 1983, 
pp.209-223) compares them in a special chapter called 'Welsh Bards m Hard Times: 
Dylan Thomas and R.S.Thomas', m which he contrasts 'the magniloquence of Dylan 
Thomas to the sparseness of language of R.S.Thomas. ' 
In the 2nd edition of the Pelican Guide (1963) Charles Tomlinson, m his survey 
'Poetry Today', made no such comparison. It should be added that he did not dunk 
much of R.S.Thomas's poetry: "R S.Thomas has, like MacCaig, kept quietly and 
resolutely to his own Ime of country. His modest gifts have been made much of by The 
Arts Council. He lacks any very extended range, but his best poems illustrate mat 
adage from the Pisan Cantos that 'mere can be honesty of mind without overwhelming 
talent'." (p.472) Just for the record: the first edition of the Pelican Guide (1961) 
ignored R.S.Thomas altogether. 
The most impressive comparison so far was recently published by Walford Davies: 
"Bright Fields, Loud Hills and the Glimpsed Good Place: R.S.Thomas and Dylan 
Thomas." ш The Page's Dnfl. R. S.Thomas at Eighty. Edited by M.Wymi Thomas 
(Bridgend. Poetry Wales Press, 1993) pp. 171-210; the book is quoted as PDR 
2. Probings p.28; Harlech p.30 
3. 'The Candle m the Window', Review of R.S.Thomas's Blwddyn yn Lfyn ('A Year ш 
Uyn') (Gwasg Gwynedd 1990) m: Planet 86 (1991) p.76 
4. 'Commission' m Dode Leaves Vol.VI/17 (19SS) 
5. Planet is one of three major cultural/literary journals m Wales, published in English. It 
was founded in 1970 by Ned Thomas as a bi-monthly. Since 1977 it is called Planet. 
The Welsh Internationalist. No. 100 has just been published from Aberysthwyth. It is 
edited by John Banue. 
6. For place-names etcet. the most informative source is the article 'The Topography of 
R.S.Thomas". Originally published in the Little Review 13/14 (1980), it was reprinted 
in CRWR pp. 137-152. 
7. Probings p.29 
8. SLPRp.143 
9. SLPRp.139 
10. SLPRp.138 
11. Probings p. 31 
12. Sandra Anstey: 'Some Uncollected Poems and Variant Readings from the Early Work 
of R.S.Thomas' in PDR pp. 22-35 
13. Probings p.33: 'My first book of poems was The Stones of the Field and was published 
by Keidrych Rhys from the Druid Press ш Caerfyrddin in 1946 with a jacket designed 
by my wife consisting mainly of a map of Cymtu which showed my allegiance. We 
contributed £ 60 -1 never beard whether this was too little or too much. The second An 
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Acre of Land (1952) was a booklet and was published, I can't remember at whose 
expense, by the Montgomeryshire Printing Company at Y Drenewydd This was 
introduced on the BBC programme The Critics and sold out as a result, necessitating a 
second lmpresssion. " 
14. H.J.Savill: 'The Iago Prytherch Poems of R.S.Thomas· in Anglo-Webh Review 45 
(1971) p. 143 
Anne Stevenson: 'The Uses of Prytherch' in PDR pp. 36-56 
Jeremy Hooker:'Prytherch and after' m: The Presence of the Past (Bndgend, Poetry 
Wales Press, 1986) pp. 128-140 
15. R.S.Thomas at Seventy, BBC Radio 3 transcript in Appendix, R.S.Thomas (2). This 
transcription was made privately. The original script appeared to have been lost from 
the BBC archives when I applied for a copy. They have a new copy now. 
16. Anne Stevenson: PDR p.55 note 11 
17. Poetry Wales was first founded in 1965 by Meic Stephens. The magazine's principal 
success was in the discovery and encouragement of Anglo-Welsh poets. It was largely 
responsible for 'the second flowering' of Anglo-Welsh poetry talcing place during the 
sixties. It is now in its twenty-ninth year, and its present editor is Richard Poole. 
18. Poetry Wales, Vol.2 (1965) p.23 
19. Both the Theological College at LLandaff, and his first two cures, Manafon and Egl-
wysfach, have St Michael and All Angels as their Patron Samt (biblical references: 
Apoc.l2:7 and Dan. 12:1). The archangel is never mentioned in the poems, though. 
20. A striking portrait of R.S.Thomas in the Egrwysfach period is found in a short article 
ш The Guardian of 4 March 1964 (reprinted m CRWR pp. 33-35) by Benedict Nightin­
gale. He describes his subject and his surroundings briefly but vividly. He was one of 
the few at the time who managed to get an interview with him at all. In 1964 Thomas 
received, at Buckingham Palace, the Queen's Gold Medal for Poetry. The poem 'A 
Welshman at St James' Park' (PTA 23) is a reminder of this event. 
21. When I paid my first visit to hun m Rhiw in 1989 he began our conversation with an 
apology for the nuisance the English tourists had caused me (he supposed). 
22. A.M. Allchrn: Bardsey: A place for pilgrimage. This 16 page pamphlet offers brief but 
interesting information about the island's history and its cultural significance. 
23. Bryn Griffiths: 'A Note for Mr Thomas' m Poetry Wales Vol.2 (1965) p.23. He takes 
RST to task for speaking m such a negative vein about rural Wales. The poem was 
written after BRT appeared. I quote the whole stanza: 
"We have always been in retreat, but never beaten. 
Two thousand years of assault and conquest 
Have failed to kill this race rooted in rock; 
Failed to end the dying cadence of our song; 
Failed to extinguish the slow flame of our speech. " 
24. Jan Moms: The Matter of Wales. Epic Views of a small Country. (Penguin, 1986) p.15 
It is the most informative and readable book on Wales I know. No traveller to Wales-
should omit reading it before setting out. 
25. Ned Thomas: Introduction to SLPR pp. 15-16 
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26. Walford Davies: PDR ρ 173 
27. To commemorale R S Thomas's eightieth birthday Collected Poems 1945 - 1990 by 
R.S.Thomas was published by J.M.Dent (London) ш 1993. Anthony Conran, reviewing 
the book ш The New Welsh Renew 20, pp 15-19, stales that the book is a very broad 
selection rather than a complete collection of R.S Thomas's oeuvre, apart from the fact 
that the three latest volumes ECH(I988). CNT(1990) and MHT(1992) are not repre­
sented at all. So the hue of the volume is vague and slightly misleading. 
28. A.E.Dyson: Yeats, Eliot and R.S.Thomas. Riding the Edio. (London, Macmillan, 
1981) р.Э91:*...ш the future Thomas will emerge, more definitively than Eliot, as a 
pioneer of religious - even Christian - consciousness, when Christendom dies, and the 
grisly death-bed antics of the so-called churches cease to stand in Christ's way.' The 
curious thing about prof.Dyson's book is that he names it after the three poets who 
have, in his view, acquired an outstanding position. He leaves it at that, though. The 
chapters on Yeats and Eliot are about a hundred pages each, that on Thomas is only 
some forty pages. Each chapter contains a number of poems which are dealt with ш a 
certain random order, but so extensively that die book seems to have been composed 
from lecture notes. My most serious criticism of the book concerns the fact that 
R.S.Thomas is hardly mentioned m the chapter on Eliot, and vice versa. Yeats is never 
dealt with m his relationship with R.S.Thomas either. They are treated as three separate 
authors who, at least within the covers of the book, have only in common that Dyson 
admires them. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
WELSH AND ANGLO-WELSH POETRY. 
"This devilish Bilingualism!" (R.S.Thomas) ' 
2.1 Welsh Poetry 
Welsh poetry is defined as: verse originally written in Welsh, which is not a 'dialect', but 
an ancient language known to those who speak it as Cymraeg, the language of the Cymro 
'a fellow countryman', developed from British, the language known as 'Brythonic', 
spoken by the ancient British, and the parent language of Welsh, Breton and Cornish.2 
The latest survey (1991) shows that out of a total population of 2,798,500 in Wales 
18,9% is still Welsh-speaking, i.e. bilingual. In 1931 still 36,8% were Welsh-speaking.' 
Monolingual speakers of Welsh are rare. 
The earliest mention of Welsh poetry is in the Historia Brittonum.* In 7% a young 
Welshman, called Nennius or Nemnivus, wrote a short account, in Latin, of Britain and 
the Britons. He did not write an original text. He admits that he is no more than a 
compiler ("Aliqua excerpta scribere curavi"). In Historia Brittonum five Welsh poets are 
mentioned and praised who lived as early as the sixth century A.D. They are mentioned 
as contemporaries of certain historically known Northumbrian kings. These poets are 
known as the cynfeirdd, the First Poets. Of the five poets mentioned only Taliesin's and 
Aneurin's works have survived. Theirs is the oldest recorded poetry in any Western 
language, although the poetry ascribed to them has reached us in a much later MS. So 
much is sure: Welsh poetry has had an unbroken tradition from the sixth century up to the 
present day. It is, unfortunately, seldom accessible to non-Welsh speaker/readers, 
although translations have become available.3 An historical anthology of Welsh verse is 
found in The Oxford Book of Webh Verse (editor: Thomas Parry;latest reprint 1989) with 
an Introduction and end-notes in English. No translations are provided. For the interested 
non-Welsh-speaking reader the history of Welsh literature, i.e. poetry, is well described 
and documented in English in The Oxford Book of Welsh Verse in English (edited by 
Gwyn Jones; latest reprint 1983). This volume presents - in English translation - 141 
Welsh poems by 95 poets, from Aneirin to Dafyd ap Gwilym and onwards to Pantecylyn 
and Goronwy Owen. In addition it contains 97 poems by 44 Welsh poets writing in Eng-
lish, from Tudor times onwards. It also offers a list of the translators, some of whom are 
poets in their own right, R.S.Thomas being one of them. The Penguin Book of Welsh 
Verse was published in 1967. It contains a great number of Welsh poems representing 
Welsh poets from the earliest days. The collection has been reissued by a different 
publisher as: Welsh Verse with translations by Tony Conran (Poetry Wales Press 1992, 
pp.355). It has a long and excellent introduction by Tony Conran on the history of Welsh 
poetry, which also throws some good light on what used to be known as 'Anglo-Welsh' 
poetry, (a term now gradually being replaced by 'Welsh writing in English') and upon 
R.S.Thomas's poetry in particular. The authoritative reference work in the field of Welsh 
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literature, both in Welsh and in English, is The Oxford Companion to the Literature of 
Wales (Oxford University Press, 1986), edited by Meic Stephens. 
In this linguistic sense R.S.Thomas is not a Welsh poet. He never published any poems in 
Welsh, with one or two exceptions. 6 He admits that he could not write any decent poetry 
in a language he had not learned until he was thirty years of age. 7 When he was priested 
at 24 he had no Welsh at all. As soon as he started work in North-East Wales (Chirk and 
Henmar, until 1942) the desire he had been feeling to speak the language grew stronger. 
He wanted to get back to the Welsh hills the outlines of which he saw in the West, and to 
the people he felt he belonged with. His need to become part of the Welsh culture he had 
been boni into could only lead to one decision: he had to learn the language. He has 
managed to learn written and spoken Welsh, which enables him to work in Welsh-
speaking areas and to conduct services in Welsh up to the present day. ' His spoken and 
written Welsh prose is appreciated among experts as far above average. His poetic output, 
however, has invariably been written in English, much to his own distress. 
"Why must I write so? 
I'm Welsh, see: 
A real Cymro, 
Peat in my veins. 
1 was bom late; 
She claimed me, 
Brought me up nice, 
No hardship; 
Only the one loss, 
1 can't speak my own 
Language - lesu, 
All those good words; 
And I outside them, 
Picking up alms 
From blonde strangers...' 
('Welsh' BRT 15) 
2.2 The Anglo-Webh Poetic Tradition 
R.S.Thomas is therefore known as an Anglo-Webh writer, a term first used in this context 
in the early twenties and until recently widely employed. The term easily gives rise to 
confusion. There is no analogy with comparable descriptive terms. Anglo-Latin is the 
name for the Latin language that was used in Britain in education and culture between the 
arrival in Kent of St. Augustine in A.D. 597 and the early fifteenth century; Anglo-
Norman describes the Norman/French language as spoken in Britain after the Conquest; 
Anglo-Saxon denotes the language of the Saxons, as it was spoken in the south of Britain 
after it had been colonized by them. Anglo-Webh, however, has nothing to do at all with 
the Welsh language used over the centuries from Celtic/British times onwards. It is only a 
term of convenience and refers to anything written or anybody (Welshman or not) writing 
in English, but living in Wales, or with strong Welsh connections. The term is avoided by 
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those critics who question the very Welshness of Anglo-Welsh writing. The controversy 
about its meaning has still not died down. Editors of literary journals in Wales have been 
returning to the subject again and again over the past four decades. One of the roots of the 
problem is that Welsh writing finds too little attention, since the command of Welsh is 
slowly diminishing. English writings by Welsh authors, according to some critics, tend to 
sacrifice depth to commercial success. ' A cynical critic wrote: 
How to write Anglo-Webh Poetry 
It's not too late, 1 suppose.... 
You could sound a last Post or two, 
and if you can get away with saying 
what's been said, then do. 
First, apologize for not being able 
to speak Welsh. Go on: apologize! 
Being Anglo-anything is really tough; 
any gaps you can fill with sighs. 
And get some roots, juggle names like 
Taliesin and ap Gwilym, weave 
A Cymric web. It does not matter what 
they wrote; look, let's not be naive. 
Now you can go on about the past 
being more real than the present -
you've read your early R.S.Thomas, 
you know where Welsh Wales went. 
Spray placenames around, Caernarfon, 
Cwmtwrch. Have, perhaps, a Swansea 
sun marooned in Glamorgan's troubled 
skies; even the weather's Welsh, see.. " 
(John Davies)10 
In addition to the book mentioned above there is a great deal of information on Anglo-
Welsh literature, provided by critics of long-standing repute in the field, particularly (but 
not exclusively) Raymond Garlick and Roland Mathias. The history and the significance 
of Anglo-Welsh literature is well-documented and comprehensive anthologies are avail-
able. ll 
Although he wants to be considered a true-born Welshman, - which he is - R.S.Thomas 
has all his life been painfully aware that the Welsh language, although deeply essential to 
his sense of Welshness, was no proper means of expressing his own experience of Welsh-
ness and his personal religious awareness in poetry. He does indeed regularly apologize 
for not writing poetry in Welsh. The pain in his own poem quoted on page 26 is unmista-
kable. He is fully aware of his impossible position: 
"An Anglo-Welsh writer is neither one thing nor the other. He keeps 
going in a no-man's land between two cultures. For various reasons he is 
obliged to write in English. Whatever may be said to the contrary, there-
fore, he is contributing to English culture, and deserves the strictures of 
his fellow-Welshmen on that account. If he endeavours to make his work 
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more Welsh, he either gains the hostility of his English readers or loses 
their interest. There is no means of avoiding the former, and to get 
round to the latter he has to resort to countless foot-notes, such as you 
find in the work of David Jones, " which destroys the whole effect, 
especially in the case of poetry. Woe that I was born! Who has suffered, 
if I have not suffered? For / bear in my body the marks of this conflict. 
Who in fact is this vaunted Anglo-Welshman - one who knows that he is 
Welsh, or likes to think of himself as such, but is constantly conscious of 
the fact that he speaks a foreign language?" " 
In spite of the ironic Pauline pathos he is dead serious. It must have been a constant pain 
to him that his poetic talent has never enabled him to become part of the age-old tradition 
of Welsh poetry. Welsh bilingualism ('The two-tongued Dragon') is, in his own words, a 
millstone around the neck of all who write. '4 
"I complained once to Saunders (Lewis) about the tension of writing in 
one language and wanting to speak another, and his reply was that out of 
such tensions art was born. " " 
Welsh identity is so closely connected with the Welsh language that for R.S.Thomas being 
unable to use it to the full means a truly traumatic experience of considering himself a 
foreigner in his own country . In 1986 R.S.Thomas wrote an autobiography in Welsh 
called Neb ('Nobody'). In one of his important reviews of R.S.Thomas's works the Welsh 
critic John Barnie wrote : 
"The problem of language is a nagging theme throughout Neb. R.S. 
Thomas has refined English in ways that only a great poet can, but to 
have achieved this in the very language that is destroying Welsh, the lan-
guage of his nation and his spirit, is an irony almost too hard to bear. 
When he moved to Aberdaron, a place where he speaks Welsh as a 
matter of course each day, he felt he had arrived at a true spiritual home. 
And yet Welsh remained inescapably a foreign language, and "Because 
of this, he looked at the language on the lips of visitors (i.e. tourists). 
Very quietly, be cursed their language. " This is one of the deepest rifts 
in a man divided against himself in complex ways. English is projected 
outwards here as 'their' language; yet it is his language too, the one 
which, through his profession of poetry, he has used to express his sen-
sibility. Because of this, such hatred of English is a form of self hatred. " " 
R.S.Thomas has no alternative but to write in English. He must often have tried his hand 
in the past at composing Welsh poetry, but he was enough of a realist to admit that he 
would never be able to write 'his kind' of poetry in Welsh since he feels that a foreign 
language will not do for one's personal poems. For poetry in Welsh he would be depen-
dent on others for criticism and correction. However, self-criticism is, in his view, such 
an indispensable part of the poetic, creative process, that anybody unable to apply this 
entirely by himself, thoroughly and directly, is certain to fail as a writer, and particularly 
as a poet. He confesses that that is the main reason for not writing any poetry in Welsh. 
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As much and as deeply as he regrets this, it would be "a creative writer's s u i c i d e " . " 
2.3 English poetry by Welshmen in historical perspective 
As early as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Welshmen produced the f i r s t signifi­
cant poetry in English." This new poetry was the inevitable result of half a c e n t u r y o f 
political change and legal adaptation in Wales, from the accession of the W e l s h - d e s c e n d e d 
Henry Tudor to the English throne in 1485 to the Act of the Union in 1536 u n d e r Henry 
VIII: the 'great disaster' according to R.S.Thomas. " The so-called 'shiring o f Wales* 
meant the practical annexation of Wales, bringing thirteen new counties i n t o a Britain 
under the English crown. ю In his book When was Wales? Gwyn Williams d e s c r i b e s the 
new situation: 
"In this nation-state English was to be the only official language-The 
descendant of Arthur proclaimed the necessity to extirpate 'all a n d 
singular the sinister usages and customs' of Wales. No person or p e r s o n s 
'that use the Welsh speech shall have or enjoy any manner of o f f i c e o r 
fees within this realm'. The threat of cultural genocide was in fact n o t 
fulfilled. Welsh ceased to be an official language and had to retreat i n t o 
the kitchen..."21 
According to Trevelyan, the Welsh gentry in Tudor times adopted the E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e , 
outlook and literature, and ceased to patronize the native Bards. The peasants h a d n o other 
leadership and offered no resistance. They continued to speak their own l a n g u a g e and t o 
sing its songs to the harp. a R.S.Tbomas described this event and its c o n s e q u e n c e s in 
more sarcastic terms: 
"That was the union of Jonah and the whale, since on that day b e g a n t h e 
effort to destroy the Welsh language and to make English the official l a n ­
guage of the so-called united kingdom, which soon enough turned i n t o a 
modem, centralized state, producing the idea of Britishness in an a t t e m p t 
to attract the help and support of the old nations at its edges, n a m e l y 
Scotland, Ireland and Wales. We are quite familiar with the b e n i g n 
forces which succeeded in keeping Welsh alive, namely the translation o f 
the Bible and the Non-Conformist revival. But the industrial r e v o l u t i o n 
worked against those forces, as did the growth and cachet of the B r i t i s h 
Empire with its wars waged for self-enrichment and self-aggrandisemen-
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An ever-growing domination of Welsh by the English language was only t o b e e x p e c t e d . 
Gwyn Jones, in the introduction to The Oxford Book of Wehh Verse in English descr ibes 
this first outburst of English poetry by Welshmen as significant: 1. because i t happened 
when it did (indeed, at all); 2. because its best products were no mere b e g i n n e r s * work 
but the highly wrought masterpieces of George Herbert and Henry Vaughan; 3 . b e c a u s e it 
was the presage (not the cause) of what would happen all over again three h u n d r e d years 
later.24 
Half the Metaphysical Poets were Welsh by descent, if not by residence : J o h n D o n n e , the 
two Herberts, Thomas Traherne and others. The closest to his roots was H e n r y V a u g h a n , 
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w h o s e life was spent along the lovely river Usk in Powys: he was born there, he 
m i n i s t e r e d there as a country doctor, and there he died. 
Fortunately , the translation of the Bible into Welsh during Elizabeth's reign started to 
c o u n t e r a c t the Anglicizing policy of the State. M This Welsh Bible translation is one 
m o r e instance of the significance of Bible translations for the enrichment, or revival, of 
t h e vernacular. What is generally accepted for the German language (Luther 1534), the 
E n g l i s h language (Wycliffe; Coverdale; Tyndale, 1536; Authorized Version 1611) and the 
D u t c h Statenvertaling (1637) certainly holds good for the Welsh translation of 1S88 by 
B i s h o p William Morgan. Gwyn Williams calls it "the sheet-anchor of a threatened lan-
g u a g e " ; Tony Conran speaks of"..the greatest contribution that the Renaissance made to 
W a l e s . . " M 
I t w a s due to the new religious impulse brought about by the Methodist movement during 
t h e eighteenth century that both a religious and an educational revival among the Welsh 
b e g a n . William Williams (Pantycelyn; 1717 - 1791) and his contemporary hymn-writer 
A n n Griffiths (1776 - 1805),27 both of whom are mentioned several times in R.S. Tho-
m a s ' s poetry a, played an important role in this process. Between them they wrote hun-
d r e d s of Welsh hymns, a number of which are still in use. 
A r e v i v a l of poetry in Welsh towards the end of the nineteenth century paved the way for 
a s i m i l a r revival in Anglo-Welsh poetry, which came in three short waves, to the second 
of" w h i c h R.S.Thomas belongs. M 
2 _ ** The Influence of Welsh upon the English Language 
I n 1 9 5 2 R.S.Thomas published an article, in Welsh (!), on the subject of Anglo-Welsh 
l i t e r a t u r e . He argues how important 'the regions' are, the fringes of the United Kingdom, 
w h e r e writers in English try and manage to enter the mainstream of English literature and 
y e t remain faithful to their own native and local traditions. He is in fact speaking about 
t h e 'Anglo-Irish', the 'Anglo-Scots' and the 'Anglo-Welsh'. The influence of the regions 
i s s e e n by him a 'blood-transfusion' for the mother tongue: 
"The ageing body of English literature will stave off death so long as the 
new blood continues to flow into it. From where have the chief influen-
ces of English literature come over the last half-century if not from men 
such as James Joyce in prose, and Manley Hopkins x, Edward Thomas, 
Wilfred Owen and Dylan Thomas in poetry - the first an Irishman, and 
the others all Welsh? The tragedy for the Welsh-language culture is that 
these writers have had to write in English, indeed one must say in fair-
ness that the majority of the Anglo-Welsh school write in English not by 
whim but from necessity." 31 
R . S .Thomas is partly mistaken: Hopkins was not a Welshman; he was born near London 
a n d h e died in Dublin. Hopkins realized, and claimed, that he was part-Welsh because his 
f a t h e r ' s family hailed from Coedgair in Carmarthenshire. During the final stage of his 
t r a i n i n g for the priesthood, however, he stayed in North-Wales (St Beuno's, Clwyd) for 
t h r e e years. There his use of English in poetry was strongly influenced by the Welsh lan-
g u a g e . 3 2 That is the reason why The Oxford Companion to the Literature of Wales spends 
a f u l l page on Hopkins. Welsh was to become extremely important for his development as 
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an English poet: 1. It is in St Beuno's that he started writing poetry again after the period 
of self-imposed silence; 2. he taught himself Welsh and even wrote some strict-metre 
poems in Welsh; 3. Welsh helped him adopt the prosody of 'sprung rhythm\ based on 
stresses rather than on the number of syllables in the line. Welsh, one must admit in 
retrospect, has had an unmistakable impact on his superb use of the English language. It 
helped make his reputation as the most original and most influential nineteenth-century 
English poet. Gladys Mary Coles, in her article 'Gerard Manley Hopkins and the Vale of 
Clwyd', specifies the relationship of Hopkins and Wales: 
On 20 September 1874 Gerard Manley Hopkins, newly arrived in the 
Clwdian Hills, wrote to his mother: "I have always looked on myself as 
half-Welsh and so I warm to them. The Welsh landscape has a great 
charm and when I see Snowdon and the mountains in its neighbourhood, 
as I can now, with the clouds lifting, it gives me a rise of the heart." It 
was this rise of the heart, his response to Wales during the three years 
preparing for the Jesuit priesthood at St Beuno's College in the Vale of 
the Clwyd, that led directly to the achievement of his mature poetry. He 
arrived at St Beuno's a self-silenced poet. But it was here that his writing 
of poetry began again or, rather, burst forth. One third of his mature 
output was written in the Vale of Clwyd. и 
Welsh has had a strong and healthy influence on the use of English by the Anglo-Welsh 
writers. For instance, R.S.Thomas quotes Sir Idris Bell, who described the chief characte­
ristics of Welsh literary writing as "a feeling for discipline, a love of clear, concise and 
elegant phrasing; a force and precision of utterance." " Apart from supporting the con­
tinuity of the local and regional traditions, the Anglo-Welsh writer should "aim at creating 
a literature that is more compatible with the literary tradition in Welsh by giving more 
attention to those features which Bell notes as characteristic of the Welsh Muse.33" 
The poet and critic Seamus Heaney speaks at great length about this influence of the 
regions upon English in his essay Englands of the Mind. M He deals with three other 
poets from different regions: Ted Hughes (West Yorkshire, pagan Anglo-Saxon and Norse 
elements), Geoffrey Hill (West Midlands, Mercia, with Mediterranean, Latin influences) 
and Philip Larkin (South, the English language frenchified and turned humanist by the 
Norman Conquest and the Renaissance). R.S.Thomas repeats this idea in the Probings in­
terview (p.46) where he remarks that England so often had to rely on her fringes for 
linguistic rejuvenation of her poetry. 
In The Concise Cambridge History of English Literature George Sampson points to the 
influence of traditional Welsh verse which may be presumed to form part of the cultural 
background of every Welsh poet, whether English-speaking or bi-lingual. He makes this 
remark 3T when dealing with Dylan Thomas and Gerard Manley Hopkins but it probably 
holds good for all Anglo-Welsh writers. Hopkins, although not belonging to this tradition, 
has nevertheless undergone the influence of the Welsh language to a considerable extent 
and is a clear case in point. It should be noted that F.R. Leavis in his essay on Hopkins in 
New Bearings in English Poetry appears hardly aware of this important 'Welsh stage' in 
Hopkins' development.3' Sounds and rhythm, metre, his very characteristic 'exploitation 
of the resources and potentialities of the language' (Leavis) are undoubtedly due to the 
familiarity with and admiration for Welsh verse techniques. Leavis in his essay on 
Hopkins does not mention this at all, curiously enough. Still, the conclusion must be that 
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the English of the Anglo-Welsh writers was and is strongly influenced by regional and 
local usage, which, in tum, means an enriching influence upon main-stream English 
literature. " The same thing must be said for the other 'régions' like Scotland and 
Ireland. Indeed, even in this day and age the influences come from as far afield as 
Australia, America, and the latest, from Africa. To take just one example, one need only 
look at the Booker Prize shortlists of the last decade to discover the truth of this. 
2.5 R.S. Thomas and the Wekh Literary Tradition 
R.S.Thomas's English poetry is steeped in the ancient tradition of Welsh history and 
Welsh literature, in both Welsh and English. The critic W. Moelwyn Merchant, in a 
recent autobiography40, names R.S.Thomas as one of the three outstanding landmarks in 
the literature of Wales: Dafydd ap Gwilym (1340-1370)41, Henry Vaughan (1621-1695) 
42
, and R.S.Thomas (1913 - ). Moelwyn Merchant offers no specified evidence for his 
opinion, apart from his obvious admiration. If R.S. Thomas is such an important figure in 
the history of (Anglo)-Welsh literature in his eyes, which characteristics of his poetry 
contribute to making his work into that poetic milestone? I for one can list some characte-
ristic features which will, as themes rather than subjects, off and on be recognized in later 
chapters: 
a. A sense of the Immanence of God, the sacredness of Nature and the 
Land. 
b. A strong feeling of national pride and awareness of Welshness. 
с A strong sense of personal belonging. 
d. A strong sense of the historical past connected with concern for the 
maintenance of the Welsh language as the basis of national unity 
("Undod", see note 21) , which lays a special duty upon the poet/bard, a 
vocation R.S.Thomas has consciously and constantly followed until this 
very day. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
R.S.THOMAS AND THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION. 
3.1 The Anglican Church In Wales 
R.S.Thomas has been a priest in the Anglican Church in Wales all his working life. He 
was ordained in 1937, and he retired, as he had always said he would, at the age of 65 . 
His practical training in Theological College was brief and not very extensive. Apparently 
four terms (1935 - 1937) were considered to be a sufficient and adequate education for a 
minister of the Church. His scriptural and theological knowledge was scanty; the pastoral 
training apparently lacked contact with the everyday reality of parish life, certainly as far 
as life outside the urban areas was concerned. R.S.Thomas admitted that he never had any 
ambition to work in an urban surrounding at all. He realised that a town parish would 
make severe demands on his time in the fulfilment of routine duties, thus leaving less of it 
for study and poetry. ' Although he began his career in a colliery district, he welcomed 
an early transfer to a rural area. "I delighted in the country life. I always have done. No, 
I just can't live in a town." г However, R.S. Thomas complained afterwards that his 
training had completely failed to prepare him for the world of the hill farmers and the life 
in country parishes. In a general kind of way he began to educate himself after his ordina­
tion as soon as he had started work in the parishes he was sent to. He wanted to make up 
for the things his Theological College had failed to give him. It was not traditional 
dogmatic theology he was after. Whenever he reminisces about that early period the name 
of Kierkegaard appears as one of the first authors he began to collect and read. If the list 
of names of authors quoted in his prose and poetry is anything to go by, he was and is 
interested in poets (all the major English ones since Langland), and in philosophers: 
Kierkegaard, Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Bergson, Hume, Locke, Descartes, Schopenhauer, 
Spinoza. One single twentieth-century theologian is mentioned by name once or twice: 
Paul Tillich. It does not seem hard what to make of this: he did not turn to the theologi­
ans, but to the philosophers. 
Nevertheless, he has always belonged to that long, catholic tradition of the Anglican per­
suasion and community. He has served his Church and the parishes he cared for with 
punctuality and devotion. He has stated several times that he would not minister in any 
other, non-conformist denomination. He detests the Calvinistic rigidity for rejecting all 
expressions of beauty and joy. "Protestantism - the adroit castrator/ Of art; the bitter 
negation/ Of song and dance and the heart's innocent joy-/ You have botched our flesh 
and left us only the sours/Terrible impotence in a warm world." ('The Minister' (1953) 
SLP p.32) 3 How strong was and is his sense of the Christian religious tradition? As a 
pastor and a minister of the Church he has without doubt taken great pains to observe and 
respect the rites, prayers and traditions of the Church whose official representative he 
considered himself to be. He has always worn his clerical collar in public, and he kept to 
the 1662 'Prayer Book', but not uncritically and not without reservations. He has always 
used the Bible in the Authorized version of 1611, and his poems reveal how familiar he 
was with it. He has always categorically rejected later modernized versions. John Bamie 
points to the irony in R.S.Thomas's choice of a ministry in the 'Church in Wales'. For 
even if it is disestablished, it is still the Anglican Church in Wales, not of Wales: the 
Church that symbolizes English ascendancy, the product of a typically English reformation 
39 
compromise with Catholicism.4 
It is true, he kept his reservations to himself; he admits that he never shared or discussed 
his personal doubts or reservations with members of bis congregation. He confesses that 
he was never asked any critical or embarrassing questions by any parishioners. ' One can 
admire such an attitude in a pastor, who was glad to preserve peace and harmony in his 
parish. However, as a writer of religious poetry, he occasionally gave expression to views 
somewhat removed from, if not contrary to, orthodox Christian doctrine. The Christian 
tradition he is part of is apparent throughout his work. His voice is Christian: vocabulary, 
images, associations and themes are directly prompted by his Christian faith and the daily 
practice of it. 3.2 offers proof of his familiarity with the Bible; 3.3 of his being tho-
roughly knowledgeable in everyday Christian religious practice. 
3.2 The Bible in R.S. Thomas's poetry 
Surveying his entire output of religious poems one finds a good many biblical themes 
standing out clearly, and an even greater number of biblical allusions and images. By far 
the most important theme is the biblical doctrine of the physical world being God's 
creation, which pervades his entire poetic output. The created world is the way towards 
knowledge, either positive or negative, and awareness of Him. God's creation without 
God, i.e. without the loving acknowledgement by Man that He is the Maker, is a sense-
less and dumb machine. This latter aspect will be dealt with in Chapter Six. Beauty is 
therefore more important than truth, for knowledge as such does not bring Man any closer 
to Him. Neither truths and dogmas, nor theology can narrow the gap between the Creator 
and his creature Man. To R.S.Thomas Beauty is the more direct gate towards the expe-
rience of God's Presence. 
It stands to reason that the first chapters of the book of Genesis recur regularly; in some 
volumes they even dominate (H'M, LAB, FRQ). The theme has an endless chain of 
variations. God is the world's creator. The world, including Man, is his Image; it mirrors 
its Creator. There is hardly a volume of poetry by R.S.Thomas without allusions to this 
theme; its echoes are heard everywhere. Genesis offers other important themes: the pos-
sible physical nearness of God: Jacob wrestling with God's angel on the Jabbok river 
(Gen.32:32 ff.). It will be closer looked at in Chapter Seven. Other Bible parts are 
referred to for similar scenes: God's self-revelation to Moses in the Burning Bush scene of 
Exodus (Ex.3:1-15): 
"I am the bush burning 
at the centre of 
your existence; you must put 
your knowledge off and come 
to me with your mind 
bare..." ('Mediations' LAB 17) 
Trying to put oneself in God's Presence is no rational process; reason should be left out 
of it altogether. Therefore Moses was to approach the Bush not only unshod but also with 
a blank and open mind. It is a good example of how a biblical theme can be varied. The 
elements of the story are used in their context, but 'transposed', tried in different keys. In 
1 Kings 18 God shows His powerful Presence when He causes lightning to consume 
Elijah's sacrifice (H'M 12). A second regularly recurring image is the 'cave' incident as 
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related in 1 Kings 19:9-13, where God appeared - in sound - to Elijah in a soft breeze 
outside the cave (LAB 39). In later chapters these biblical stories will be put in perspec­
tive with the poems in which they are quoted, described or paraphrased. What they all 
have in common is a suggestion, an inkling of God's physical (= tangible) presence. Even 
the grave scene, after Christ's resurrection in John 20, contains some hoped-for hint of 
some tangible divine presence that cannot be denied there: the shroud is seen to have 
been rolled up and put aside (20:7) with the implied question: by whom? 
There is even a poem ('Hebrews 12:29', EXP 11) in which Thomas comments on the line 
from Paul's letter: "No doubt of it, our God is a consuming fire." (see chapter 7) His 
comment is that we are fundamentally wrong if we believe we now know who God is. 
People try to give God a human face in order to create the illusion of nearness, but He is 
no human being: so one cannot approach Him like one. He loves with a consuming fire. 
3.3 The Christian religion in R.S.Thomas's religious poetry 
Elements of church religion and references to ecclesiastical practices abound in his 
religious poetry. It is, however, important to emphasize at this point that these are hardly 
ever 'themes' or even 'subjects' of single poems. The religious poems deal with personal, 
emotional, intellectual and, indeed, religious problems. The images, the metaphors, the 
poetic overtones prove the poet's Christian, ecclesiastical background, but are hardly ever 
the poetic expression of a personal, Christian faith in the traditional, i.e. devotional sense. 
The frequent references and allusions to the Cross of Calvary, for instance, are not so 
much the expression of the poet's belief in the dogma of the Redemption and the spiritual 
liberation of Man by the Death of the Son of God. The Cross rather signifies the 
ambiguous and pitiful situation of Man on this earth. In some poems the Cross is 
'untenanted': there is no body, meaning it can be anybody's Cross. The 'tree' image is 
not solely meant as the 'tree of life', but is sometimes seen as the symbol of 'destiny': 
Man is nailed to his tree, just as the man of Calvary was nailed to His. 
Although this subject will be dealt with at greater length in Chapter Four, it is useful to 
remark at this point that - owing to his particular view of 'religion' - R.S.Thomas should 
be seen as outside the very long tradition of Christian devotional poetry. He does not, in 
this sense, belong to the tradition of Vaughan, Herbert and Hopkins. 
In order to get a general idea of the way R.S. Thomas 'uses' religious concepts and Chris­
tian ideas four important and telling samples have been selected: 
a. his use of 'Jesus' or 'Christ' as a person (in his poetry the two names 
are never coupled as they are in a liturgical context: 'Jesus-Christ'); 
b. the Eucharist, the Sacrament of the tokens of bread and wine, the 
definitive symbol of the unity of the local congregation with their Head; 
с the Calvary scene, the Crucifixion, the Cross, the essential symbol of 
Christianity, and - in Thomas's view - of mankind's situation as a whole; 
d. the Christian Liturgical Year with its fixed annual 
cycle and highlights. 
3.3.1 The Person of Jesus 
He is mentioned by name a dozen times in the poems, nine times as 'Christ', three times 
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as 'Jesus', but always as if 'in passing', as an image, an allusion, never as a central 
subject, "..like Christ/came to us in his weakness,/ but with a sharp song." ('Song' H'M 
8) "..It was not they/ nor their ancestors crucified/ Christ. They look up at what/ the town 
has done to him, /hanging his body in stone on a stone/cross,..." ('Fair Day' BHN 90). 
The best illustration of how 'Christ' appears in his poetry is a key poem: 'Farming Peter' 
(LAB 28): 
"and there the scarecrow walked 
over the surface of the brown 
breakers tattered like Christ 
himself and the man went 
at his call with the fathoms 
under him and because 
of his faith in the creation 
of his own hands he was 
buoyed up floundering 
but never sinking scalded 
by the urine of the skies deaf 
to the voices calling from 
the high road telling him 
his Saviour's face was of straw." 
The poem (one of only a handful of poems with no interpunction) immediately echoes the 
original story from Mt 14: 28-31, which ought to be quoted here as well: 
(Jesus walking on the waters of the lake in the middle of the night while 
the disciples were fishing) 
"28. And Peter answered him and said: Lord, if it be thou, bid me come 
unto thee on the water. 29. And he said: Come. And when Peter was 
come down out of the ship, he walked on the water, to go to Jesus. 30. 
But when he saw the wind boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to 
sink, he cried, saying: Lord, save me. 31. And immediately Jesus 
stretched forth his hand, and caught him, and said unto him: О thou of 
little faith, wherefore didst thou doubt?" 
The disciples thought they were seeing a ghost, in the poem it IS a ghostly figure: the 
scarecrow. Here Peter is no fisherman at his trade but a farmer ploughing his land; the 
glistening furrows of newly-turned earth look like a sea of waves, but solid. This sight 
must have struck the poet often, when he watched a farmer walk his freshly ploughed 
acres: in the slanting rays of the sun the land looks like a waving sea: 
" Or churning the crude earth 
to a stiff sea of clods that glint in the wind " 
('A Peasant' STF 8) 
Farming Peter can walk them without any fear, because he ploughed the land himself. He 
feels called by the figure that dominates his land: the one who protects it from predators, 
in whom he has faith. Onlookers on the high road (preachers?) ridicule him, shouting at 
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him that he follows the wrong sort of guide: his Christ is made of straw, can't he see? 
They think he is stupid. But Peter trusts in him, because he has made him himself. We 
are told that it is a waste of time to try and convince Peter that he trusts in the wrong sav-
iour: he knows only this one. The preaching voice of Christianity falls on deaf ears. A 
man working the soil with his eyes downward creates his own saviour. The image reflects 
R.S.Thomas's personal experience in the rural areas where he used to work: 
"When I close my eyes, I can see it 
That bare hill with the man ploughing 
Corrugating that brown roof 
under a hard sky..." 
('The Face' PTA 41) 
The word 'corrugating' expresses the very idea of the 'glistening waves of furrows', the 
sea of clods. Should 'Farming Peter' be interpreted as a rejection of the faith in Christ? 
Or as a rejection of the wrong faith in Christ? We have some relevant comment from 
R.S.Thomas himself on the matter: 
"I find difficulty with Christology, although we go no longer to the stake 
for heresy. But one can't be too dogmatic either way. "What think you 
of Christ?" has been a big question for two thousand years. At times his 
divinity, in its unique sense, seems to me the product of the mythopoeic 
imagination." * 
R.S.Thomas clearly has his reservations about the central dogma about Jesus' person: the 
Chalcedon pronouncement (4SI A.D.): "..perfect in deity, perfect in humanity.." He 
hesitates to make any unambiguous theological statement on the person of Jesus. He is 
aware that he need not fear any consequences if he were to hold any unorthodox view. So 
he wavers. Should he say "Jesus is God"? Should he say "Jesus is only Man"? That would 
be dogmatism either way. That is not his way at all. He prefers the ambiguity of poetry to 
theological precision. It is the human imagination that finds a suitable expression for what 
the heart feels but is not quite sure about. The mythopoeic imagination (see Chapter Six: 
the 'myth-creating' faculty) is the scientific term for what Farming Peter does: he creates 
his own Saviour, and can be perfectly happy with the myth of his own making. There is 
another unexpected statement, when Thomas was asked about his personal belief in Jesus 
Christ:7 
"How can one be dogmatic about Christ? He was a poet and drew his 
imagery largely from nature. I use the past tense, while disclaiming 
deism. Presumably he spoke Hebrew and Aramaic. How do I talk to a 
living Christ in Welsh or English? But then there are the bread and 
wine." 
His answer here is in the same line: Jesus, the Christ, is no object of theology for Tho-
mas. For him Jesus is no object of scientific analysis and philosophy at all, for He 
belongs to the realm of poetry, of metaphor, of art, rather than of doctrine. This opinion 
is fully in line with his view that beauty (including some forms of art) is a far directer 
way towards the experience of ultimate reality than truth (including philosophy, doctrine 
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and dogma) which cannot convince the heart. Christ was a poet.' 
Fishing Peter and Farming Peter are contrasted. Farming Peter never has any doubts or 
uncertainties: his saviour is familiar, home-made. Fishing Peter has real doubts, he has 
little faith, and sinks in the end. Fanning Peter is the poet's favourite. The reality of a 
'saviour' depends on one's own (mythopoeic) interpretation. 
"We never heard Christ speak. We rely on the account of those who did 
experience him in the flesh and who have tried to present aspects or even 
the core of the meaning of his existence to us in terms of language." ' 
3.3.2 Bread and Wine 
This is the central and definitive token of Christian unity, the memorial of the Last Supper 
Jesus held with his disciples on the eve of his death (Mt 26:26-29). It is the sacramental 
form of the normal Sunday liturgy in the Catholic traditions of both Eastern and Western 
Christendom. The 'breaking of the bread' is the earliest form of Christian worship (Acts 
2:46). R.S.Thomas celebrated the Eucharist every Sunday morning with his congregation 
according to the tradition of the Anglican church. As a poet he loves symbols and 
metaphors, they speak more directly, like he wrote about himself: "The simplicity of the 
Sacrament absolved him from the complexities of the Word." (ECH 68) In the Leth-
bridge interview he confessed that for him one of the important, exclusively Christian 
symbols in his personal religious life is the Eucharist: 
" I'm not sure how much I get specifically from Christianity that would 
not have been possible from some of the other great religions. But the 
sacrament certainly has been. The Holy Communion, its simplicity, has 
been a source of comfort, the simplicity of the bread and wine, that is 
something specifically Christian in a way you do not get possibly in 
other religions. " 10 
The Eucharist is exclusively and excellently Christian. The simple, almost bare symbo-
lism, is for him more eloquent than sermons and readings. Although he finds it difficult to 
speak about Jesus Christ as a living person, the sacrament (the bread and the wine) that 
reminds people of him is a very real symbol for him that makes all the difference. In this 
quotation he even uses the word 'comfort'. Thomas uses the symbol of the 'bread' in 
unexpected ways. Again it is clear that he writes about it as a poet, not as a theologian. 
Three key poems illustrate perfectly how he makes the metaphor of the bread work by 
providing depth to personal experiences of one kind or another. 
1. HILL CHRISTMAS 
"They came over the snow to the bread's 
purer snow, fumbled it in their huge 
hands, put their lips to it 
like beasts, stared into the dark chalice 
where the wine shone, felt it sharp 
on their tongue, shivered as at a sin 
remembered, and heard love cry 
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momentarily in their hearts' manger. 
They rose and went back to their poor 
holdings, naked in the bleak light 
of December. Their horizon contracted 
to the one small, stone-ridden field 
with its tree, where the weather was 
nailing 
the appalled body that had asked to 
be bom." " (LAB 42) 
The poem must be one of his personal favourites: he recites it on the 1976 lp record.12 
Poor, illiterate hill farmers come to the Christmas Eucharist. They take part, but are 
unfamiliar with its taste: the bread is not the same as they eat at home; wine is totally un-
known to them. The effect, however, is brief but real: they experience some 'divine' 
presence resulting in a feeling of love cherished like a new-born child. Here is the 'com-
fort' Thomas spoke of. Then comes the let-down when they return to their lonely home-
steads: no wide and beautiful world, no easy livelihood from fields that are so hard to till. 
Taking part in the Eucharist has not changed the world all of a sudden. But the lonely tree 
slowly turns into the Cross where the inclement weather, the harsh uninviting world, turns 
hostile on the body of the newly-born one that shrinks from so much harshness. Of course 
there is the ancient legend that the shepherds, the simple-minded people, are the first to be 
invited to worship, although they do not understand. These shepherds have hands that are 
too gnarled and callous for tenderness of gestures, they cannot handle the tokens of the 
Eucharist but it is their heart that is touched, rather than their intellect. "They rose and 
went back to their holdings.." echoes the end of the Christmas story according to Luke 
2:20: "And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God..." Their experience of 
receiving the bread that is more than just bread, echoes that of the shepherds who had 
been invited to worship a child that was more than just any new-born child. 
The three themes: Christmas, Eucharist and Love come together again in another poem 
with an almost identical theme (FLW 16). There is no coincidence: for many church-goers 
Christmas may very well be the only time in the year they enter a church. The poet finds 
this annual event no formality. The eleven brief lines bring home his trust that this cele-
bration is a permanent token of love and strength: 
CHRISTMAS 
"There is a morning; 
Time brings it nearer, 
Brittle with frost 
And starlight. The owls sing 
In the parishes. The people rise 
And walk to the churches' 
Stone lanterns, there to kneel 
And eat the new bread 
Of love, washing it down 
With the sharp taste 
Of blood they will shed." 
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The poem shows the innocent, simple style and direct wording of the early volumes; it is 
written in what an anonymous critic called: "plainly chaste language". 13 The Eucharist 
the farm-folk take part in, perhaps once a year, is to prepare them for the hardships to 
come. 
2. IN GREAT WATERS 
'You are there also 
at the foot of the precipice 
of water that was too steep 
for the drowned: their breath broke 
and they fell. You have made an altar 
out of the deck of the lost 
trawler whose spars 
are your cross. The sand crumbles 
like bread; the wine is 
the light quietly lying 
in its own chalice. There is 
a sacrament there more beauty 
than terror whose ministran 
you are and the aisles are full 
of the sea shapes coming to its 
celebration". (FRQ 37) 
One wonders if this was the theme of a consolation sermon to a mourning congregation 
after a fishing trawler had been lost on the high seas. In the burial register of Aberdaron 
Parish church records of many bodies are found which from time to time had been washed 
ashore there and interred. A number of bodies were of men whose ships had been sunk by 
enemy submarines during the 1914-18 war. The central thought of the poem is that those 
perished on the high seas have not fallen out of God's grace. He is there with them, too, 
in their underwater world, as is shown by the special 'sacrament': on the impromptu altar 
of the sunken trawler under the sign of the Cross there is, symbolically, the sacrament of 
God's Presence, betokened by bread and wine. But those, in turn, are symbolized: the 
bread is seen in the crumbling sand, the wine is the light which has penetrated the deep 
waters. God himself is leading the celebration of his own Presence among all those who 
inhabit the deep, so no priest is needed. 'More beauty than terror' is a consoling thought, 
if one can only see and recognize the tokens of God's presence. Sand and light, standing 
for the bread and wine, are striking in their beauty, there is no ugliness in the deep, the 
whole scene is one of intense peace and harmony, the surest sign of God's presence. 
3. "The breaking of the wave 
outside echoed the breaking 
of the bread in his hands. 
The crying of the sea gulls 
was the cry from the Cross: 
Lama Sabachthani. He lifted 
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the chalice, that crystal in 
which love questioning is love 
blinded with excess of light. " 
(ECH 69) 
St Hywyn's parish church stands very close to the beach at Aberdaron. Originally the 
church had been erected well away from the sea, but in the course of the centuries the 
land has gradually been eaten away by erosion. Sea-gulls swarm around it all day with 
their characteristic shrieks, and are nesting in the surrounding grave-yard. They do not 
interfere with the reverent silence during the celebration of the Eucharist: they are part of 
it. Here the Eucharist is celebrated among the sounds and light of the sea that ends here. 
It is not felt to be an alien rite. Nature and sacrament go perfectly well together: the 
breaking, the crying, the shining. They are all in 'harmony'. 
3.3.3 Crucifixion and the Cross 
Not only in Christian doctrine but in R.S. Thomas's poems as well this scene, the end of 
the life of Christ, is of central importance. This is the 'moment suprème' He has come 
and lived for. According to traditional doctrine it is seen as the moment of 'redemption*: 
Man's physical and moral weakness have met with eternal pity and grace. 
In R.S.Thomas's poems, however, the Cross is the symbol and the epitome of the existen-
tial weakness of the human condition, marked by misery because of the dichotomy of 
creation: good and evil exist side by side. Life's fate for every human being is a cross to 
which he is inescapably nailed. The cross is the symbol of fate. Human suffering is part 
of life, and God, instead of taking it away, shares it. There is a divine plan with its own 
rules. It is stated in the key poem 
AMEN 
'It was all arranged: 
the virgin with child, the birth 
in Bethlehem, the arid journey uphill 
to Jerusalem. The prophets foretold 
it, the scriptures conditioned him 
to accept it. Judas went to his work 
with his sour kiss; what else 
could he do? 
A wise old age, 
the honours awarded for lasting, 
are not for a saviour. He had 
to be killed; salvation acquired 
by an increased guilt. The tree, 
with its roots in the mind's dark, 
was divinely planted, the original fork 
in existence. There is no meaning in life, 
unless men can be found to reject 
love. God needs his martyrdom. 
The mild eyes stare from the Cross 
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in perverse triumph. What does he care 
that the people's offerings are so small?" 
(LAB 50) 
The poem visualizes the scene on mount Calvary, no doubt, but the poet's perspective is 
his own. In this poem not only a theological view is presented, but also a mythical one, 
describing how Man's condition has been a crucified one from the very beginning. 'The 
Tree', the instrument of crucifixion, was no human invention. It originated together with 
the world. Made into a cross, it symbolized the contradiction in existence, what a critic 
once called 'the riddle of existence' (CRWR 135). Of course the mystery of human 
suffering has always baffled religious believers throughout history. Suffering is often 
caused by people, sometimes by nature. From Thomas's poem one could almost conclude 
that the point of living is to suffer, even when God himself becomes a human being. The 
Cross is no historical incident, it is an existential necessity: Creation was meant that way. 
That is mythical, doctrine aside. What is the 'perverse' triumph of Christ? Weakness and 
human suffering are shared by the Son of God, not taken away. God needs his martyrdom 
to show the limits to what faith sees as his 'omnipotence'. Christ, as the suffering God, 
puts an end to all theodicy about the case of 'human suffering versus almighty God'. One 
is strongly reminded of what Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a few months before his martyr-
dom: "The God who is with us is the God who forsakes us (Mark 15:34)....Before God 
and with God we live without God. " God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to 
the Cross. He is weak and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the only 
way, in which he is with us and helps us. (Matt.8:17: "Himself took our infirmities, and 
bare our sicknesses.") It makes quite clear that Christ helps us, not by virtue of his 
omnipotence, but by virtue of his weakness and suffering. " u 
In the eyes of many a traditional Christian the poet's view of God's weakness may sound 
just as unorthodox as Bonhoeffer's. But it should be the view of a Christian 'who has 
come of age', as Bonhoeffer puts it. This also throws some more light on the 'nailing' 
images in other R.S.Thomas's poems: God and Man are equally nailed to their crosses. 
In his essay Poëzie en Mystiek " W.Bronzwaer correctly argues that the crucifixion is 
strikingly present in modem literature. He describes it as "the symbol of sacramentalized 
reality", and it is seen by many writers, including R.S.Thomas, as 'contemporary': Jesus' 
crucifixión, not only as an historical event, but as a spiritual and existential reality, is for 
ever present. Modern theology agrees, although the ideas of redemption and forgiveness 
has dropped into the background. Attention and emphasis (heritage of the cruel age of the 
holocaust) have shifted towards the ever present reality of suffering and its sense. Over 
against human suffering (often self-inflicted) God shows His weakness. He cannot take it 
away having granted human creatures their relative liberty. God shows His loyalty by 
being crucified in his Son Jesus: not instead of human beings, but together with them, for 
He loves them. In this respect crucifixion is contemporary, of all time. Few poets have 
recognized and expressed this. R.S.Thomas has. Human beings suffer, i.e. they are nailed 
to their own crosses. That is the human condition. Much modern poetry, especially war 
poetry, has stressed the senselessness of suffering. However, it may be the most central 
and most essential message of Christianity that suffering does make sense. We are, all of 
humanity, the 'crucified people'. That is how R.S.Thomas sees the contemporaneity of the 
Cross. Christians believe, moreover, that we are also, with Jesus, the 'Easter people'.16 
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3.3.4 The Liturgical Year 
The Christian liturgical year has, not unsurprisingly, left a good many traces in his 
poems: Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, Pentecost. 
Christmas inspired (among others) the two poems that were quoted (3.3.2) to describe 
Thomas's view of the Eucharist: 'Christmas' (FLW 16), and 'Hill Christmas' (LAB 42). 
Only the poet can imagine a Christmas far removed from the traditional surroundings and 
paraphernalia; some words recall familiar elements, but the poem 'This is the wrong 
Christmas'(ECH 85) evokes a different view of reality: 
"This is the wrong Christmas 
in the right place: mistletoe 
water there is no kissing 
under, the soused holly 
of the wrack, and birds coming 
to the bird-table with 
no red on their breast. All 
night it has snowed 
foam on the splintering 
beaches, but the dawn-
wind carries it away, load 
after load, and look, 
the sand at the year's 
solstice is young flesh 
in a green crib, product 
of an immaculate conception. " 
The traditional elements of Christmas are superimposed upon the reality of an endless sea 
coming in on a snow-coloured foam-covered beach, white seagulls overhead, born the 
same way as Aphrodite, 'immaculately'. The sea brings new, clean sand amidst the green 
waterweed that has been thrown up. This is what the poet himself, on the page facing the 
poem, writes to explain his poem: 
'Town Christmases, country ones, sea Christmases are all transcended, 
perhaps, in nativities of the spirit. If one cannot have the lights and 
festivities of the town, one can celebrate the coming of three waves from 
afar, who fall down, offering their gifts to what they don't understand." 
(ECH 84) 
These are the view and the voice of the poet who lives high up, on a promontory, over-
looking a wide bay and watching the never-ending waves roll in from the Ocean. They, 
too, come from afar to offer gifts to an unknown reality. All traditional (town) Christmas 
elements are transposed into a kind of secularised nature-christmas in order to find words 
for 'nativities of the spirit' : the birth of new visions. 
'Epiphany' (FRQ SO) describes the events in and around the Christmas crib as over and 
unrepeatable: 
• in 
the manger there are only the toys and 
the tinsel. The child 
has become a man. Far 
off from his cross in the wrong 
season be sits at table 
with us with on his head 
the fool's cap of our paper money." 
If 'epiphany' means the appearance, the revelation of God's love incarnate, now the cross 
has replaced the crib for ever. There is no point in returning to the crib. Now He sits at 
table - the Last Supper?..the Eucharist? - but all we have to offer him is our money, 
which makes him look ridiculous. 
'Good Friday' (LAB 12) uses the elements of the Passion story, but the poet's perspective 
differs from its conventional devotional presentation: 
"It was quiet. What had the sentry 
to cry, but that it was the ninth hour 
and all was not well? The darkness 
began to lift, but it was not the mind 
was illumined. The carpenter 
had done his his work to sustain 
the carpenter's burden; the Cross an 
example of the power of art to transcend timber." 
The darkness in the Passion story is both physical and spiritual, but even after the physical 
darkness had gone the mind could still not grasp what was really happening. The cross 
had done its work thanks to the workmanship with which it had been made.17 So the 
only visible thing was that the cross was strong enough to carry its burden, and that two 
pieces of wood had been made into a work of art. That was all there was to see. 
Lent is mentioned once in a longer poem 'Bleak Liturgies' (MHT 62). In it the 'machine' 
(see Chapter 6.6), the symbol for secularised creation, is projected against the realities of 
Holy Week: 
"What Lent is the machine 
subjected to? It neither fasts 
nor prays. And the one cross 
of its Good Fridays is the change 
over of its gears. Its Easter 
is every day, when, from the darkness 
of man's mind, it comes forth 
in a new form, but untouchable as ever*. 
The use of the liturgical terms is purely metaphorical, and again one recognises a 
projection of the Christian vocabulary upon realities that are seen as fully severed from 
traditional Christianity. 
Pentecost - the epiphany of God's Holy Spirit - is the metaphor for God's way of reveal-
ing himself in nature to everybody in a language that all understand. The poem 'Suddenly' 
50 
(NPS 201) describes it in its closing lines: 
" I have no need 
to despair; as at 
some second Pentecost 
of a Gentile, I listen to the things 
round me: weeds, stones, instruments, 
the machine itself, all 
speaking to me in the vernacular 
of the purposes of One who is. " 
The poem will be dealt with extensively in chapter 5.2. in the context of the ways in 
which God, in R.S.Thomas's poetic view, reveals himself to Man. 
3.4 Conclusion 
It may be clear from the poems quoted in this chapter that Thomas's life as a Christian 
person inspires him to write poetry ringing with Christian associations, for his mind is 
steeped in them. Although the vocabulary is Christian, and its use presupposes familiarity 
with everyday practice, its application takes the reader outside the familiar world of 
devotion and Christianity. Does the use of this vocabulary ipso facto produce religious 
poems? The answer will depend on his view of 'religious' and 'religion'. 
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P A R T T W O 
T H E P O E T R Y 
"...poetry is religion, religion is poetry." 
(R.S.Thomas, 1972) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
A POETRY OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 
4.0 The Anglo-Wehh tradition and religious poetry 
'Religious poetry' is a general term which in its simplest form can be defined (in Eliot's 
words) as the poetic product of special religious awareness. A.Alvarez ' speaks about 
'poetry of religious experience'. Both 'awareness' and 'experience' are useful terms for 
the purpose of this study. According to the two most important definitions of 'religion' 
(see 4.1) religious poetry can be divided into two main categories: 
1. Devotional poetry 
This term refers to religious poetry with an external subject: the Deity, Jesus, creation, 
nature, the Church, the saints, etc. 
2. Mystical poetry 
This term refers to religious poetry with an internal subject, i.e. a personal state of desire 
to enter an ever-deepening spiritual intimacy with the Deity. 
Both categories occur in two distinctly qualifying veins: in a positive ('affirmative') way, 
expressing human emotions like admiration, veneration, awe, desire etc., or in a negative 
way, expressing fear, doubt, regret, remorse, grief, even anger and frustration. 
A term like like 'sacred'in 'sacred' poetry and 'sacred' poets (Sampson 2) applies to 
either category, because it expresses no more than the subject of 'the divine' or the 
'transcendent'. 'Theological' poetry (Bronzwaer 3) is another general expression denoting 
poetry which aims at rationalizing the religious experience with the help of philosophy and 
poetry. 
As soon as a literature of Anglo-Welsh origin began to develop, from the end of the 
sixteenth century onwards, religious poetry took a prominent place. Indeed, during the 
most important period of English religious poetry in general, that of the Metaphysical 
Poets, some of the finest religious poetry was written by Welsh-born authors: George 
Herbert and Henry Vaughan. They were the first to produce the 'Poetry of Religious 
Experience '. Herbert (1593 - 1633) was bom in Montgomeryshire, and was twice its 
representative in Parliament, before going in for a career in the Church; Henry Vaughan 
(1621 - 1695) was bom in Newton-upon-Usk in Breconshire. Two others, John Donne 
and Thomas Traheme, seem to have had some Welsh connections. George Herbert's 
mother Magdalen was for a time Donne's friend and patron. Traherne was bom in Here-
ford, in the West Midlands, near the Welsh border: his parents may have had a Welsh 
family background. The influence of the Metaphysicals upon all later English religious 
poetry is generally recognized and need not be dealt with here. 
The Metaphysical tradition has produced both devotional and mystical poetry. "A great 
outpouring of devotional verse, which represents in fact a large proportion of the best of 
the class in England." * George Sampson calls it without further explanation sacred 
poetry and the writers 'sacred poets' in the 'via positiva' vein: the positive and clear 
recognition of God's presence in man's life.5 
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It certainly is - without any exception - Christian poetry, i.e. lyrical poetry about personal 
religious experiences, inspired by the practices and doctrines of the Christian tradition. 
Donne, Herbert and Traheme, were themselves Anglican priests with their own pastoral 
responsibilities. 6 They clearly wrote for the devotional benefit of their fellow Christians. 
At that time religious poetry was not looked upon as a genre distinct from poetry in 
general. As Sampson remarks: 
"Of all these writers it may be said that they and the secular lyrists trod 
the same paths. They never walked the smooth and facile way of later 
hymn-writing. They were sacred poets, not from fashion or interest, but 
from choice and conviction. 'The very outgoings of the soul' are to be 
found alike in Herbert's searching of the heart, in Crashaw's ecstasy, in 
Vaughan's mystical rapture, and in Traherne's penetrating simplicity. " T 
According to Alvarez, Donne created a new mode of religious poetry by expressing the 
personal religious conflict with great rhythmic strength and persuasive force. It was Her-
bert, however, who from this initial impulse of Donne's created 'a common language for 
religious verse'. The line runs directly from him rather than from Donne. ' 
R.S.Thomas himself, in A Choice of George Herbert's Verse (1967), describes Herbert's 
important debt to Metaphysical innovation. Herbert was no innovator himself: he took the 
language as he found it. Herbert was fortunate enough in being able to draw on the 
freshness and vitality of the English language of his day. Unlike Alvarez Thomas stresses 
Herbert's achievement in finding a fruitful relationship between Christianity and poetry. 
R.S. Thomas does not describe Herbert's use of language, although he admires it. He is 
more absorbed by Herbert's way of life as a Christian and an Anglican clergyman. He 
considers him an important personal example in that respect. ' C.A.Patrides in The Eng-
lish Poems of George Herbert (1974) explains Herbert's importance for later English 
poetry by ascribing to him a 'plainness, even simplicity of language.'10 The very same 
words are used by Thomas himself when describing the general characteristics of art, 
including poetry: " I think that as long as there is poetry, it will keep reverting to that 
native plainness and simplicity." " One of the characteristics of Herbert's use of lang-
uage is found in the development, inside a poem, from the simplest language into a 
rhetorical biblical language to lay open the original idea of the poem. Patrides rejects 
Alvarez' idea that Herbert should be called a 'Donne-type' of Metaphysical. Herbert is 
completely unlike Donne, Vaughan, Crashaw or Traherne. As he puts it: his obvious 
simplicity conceals complexity, apparent artlessness the highest reaches of art. u Critics 
may differ in their assessments of Herbert's poetry, his greatness as a religious poet, 
setting a standard for centuries of religious poetry to come, is never in doubt. R.S.Tho-
mas's religious poetry is a modern continuation of that tradition. 
In chapters Two and Three his own religious poetry has been considered in the light of the 
Anglo-Welsh and Christian traditions. In this chapter these poems must be the subject of 
closer scrutiny. Although his poems about Wales, the Welsh nation and Welsh culture 
may be better-known (they keep cropping up in anthologies) his religious poems are of 
central interest here. They are important because they reflect - in a strictly personal way -
the religious quest, indeed the religious struggle, of a late-twentieth-century Christian for 
Him by whose will, he believes, he himself and this world exist. 
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We shall first have to define what is meant by 'religious' poetry. The idea of 'religion' 
(religious) will be discussed in four stages: 
a. the idea of 'religion' (4.1.1) 
b. the idea of 'religious experience' (4.1.2) 
c. the idea of 'religious language' (4.1.3) 
d. the idea of 'religious poetry'(4.1.4) 
4.1.1 The Idea of 'religion ' 
The concept of religion has two very distinct meanings 1J : 
a. religion is a human activity of obedience and worship in concrete personal acts: 
prayers, singing, reading and devotions. Religion is actualized as an organized set of ac-
tivities which reflect the religious traditions and notions of the community in which a 
particular style of religion is practised. It is experienced by those taking part as a duty, a 
necessary condition, the fulfilment of which is meant to constantly feed and sustain some-
thing of a conscious and mutual relationship between God and human beings: religion as a 
cultural function (Tillich), religion as an organized system. 
b. religion also means a personal awareness and a commitment to what is experienced as 
beyond the individual's power or nature, the person's private reaction to the experience of 
the Unconditioned (Tillich), of the 'transcendent'. This awareness -in Tillich's words -
consists in a personal experience of absolute reality founded on the experience of absolute 
nothingness M. Religion as a personal experience will be dealt with in the next paragraph 
4.1.2. 
R.S.Thomas is very much aware of the two distinct meanings of the word 'religion'. In 
his poems (A) the word is used in meaning a. exclusively. In his prose writings and in 
interviews (B) he shows a clear preference for meaning b. 
A. In the poems the word 'religion' itself is used no more than half a dozen times. In all 
these contexts it is used in meaning a. but carries an unambiguously negative connotation. 
He clearly rejects religion as a system to which the individual is forced to submit himself. 
"I have seen it standing up grey 
Gaunt, as though no sunlight 
Could ever thaw out the music 
Of its great bell; terrible 
In its own way, for religion 
Is like that " 
('The Belfry' PTA 28) 
Cold and frozen stiff like a pillar of ice stands the tower of religion. The sonorous voice 
of the bell, which is supposed to attract the congregation to church, has completely lost its 
appeal. No one feels drawn to it anymore. There is that kind of religion for you, the poet 
says: no warmth, no welcome, a place of desolation. 
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"..I know all the tropes 
Of religion, how God is not there 
To go to; how time is what we buy 
With his absence.. " 
('After the Lecture' FLW 22) 
The house of religion is empty, whatever the glib words and phrases, conventionally 
spoken there, may suggest. God is not to be found there. As God represents the eternal 
life we long for, we are left standing with only time on our hands, without any prospects 
of more. 
The crudest description of what 'religion' means to R.S.Thomas is found in the poem 
'The Island' (H'M 20), a poem in mythical vein, in which human beings are punished and 
chastised by being compelled by God himself to practise 'religion': 
'And God said, I will build a church here 
And cause this people to worship me, 
And afflict them with poverty and sickness 
In return for centuries of hard work 
And patience. And its walls shall be hard as 
Their hearts, and its windows let in the light 
Grudgingly, as their minds do, and the priest's words 
be drowned 
By the wind's caterwauling. All this will I do, 
Said God, and watch the bitterness in their eyes 
Grow, and their lips suppurate with 
Their prayers. And their women shall bring forth 
On my altars, and I will choose the best 
Of them to be thrown back into the sea. 
And that was only on one island." 
The mythical context of this poem will be discussed in chapter Six. The poem is quoted in 
full here for its overtly negative idea of 'religion' in the sense of Obedience and worship 
under duress' to a violent God. The wages of worship are misery and death; prayers are 
useless and put blisters on the people's lips. God's motive for behaving like a ruthless 
taskmaster and despot is not mentioned, but the clear notion the poem conveys is of a God 
who takes revenge. People worship, not of their own accord and whole-heartedly, but 
they obey in an almost slavish manner. 
The atmosphere reminds one of the conflicts between God and the people of Israel 
described in the Book of Exodus, because the poem uses 'This people' in stead of 'these 
people'. The human race is dealt with as a collective, mankind. 
The poet distances himself from such a way of worshipping; it is the very caricature of 
what he believes the act of approaching God should really mean. 
One more quotation is in order, from a poem "The Moon in Lleyn' which I quote as a key 
poem on the subject. It reflects on the imminent end of religion as practised traditionally 
by Christians everywhere. 
" Just as though 
choirs had not sung, shells 
have swallowed them; the tide laps 
at the Bible; the bell fetches 
no people to the brittle miracle 
of the bread. The sand is waiting 
for the running back of the grains 
in the wall into the blond 
glass. Religion is over, and 
what will emerge from the body 
of the new moon, no one 
can say " 
(LAB 30) 
R.S. Thomas states that all the expressions of traditional, theistic religion have gone stale: 
no more hymn-singing (in Wales!), God's praise is no longer beard except in sea-shells ; 
the word of God is no longer read , from now on the sea represents what He has to say; 
sacraments in churches, attended by the faithful, have had their time. Time itself has run 
out like an hour-glass and need not be measured anymore. The sand of the crumbling 
church walls is flowing back to the sea whence it once came. The whole system of institu-
tionalized religion has finally ground to a halt and - like the new moon - is about to enter 
and pass through a phase of darkness. That is the point the poem makes. What religion's 
(Christianity's) new shape is going to be cannot be predicted. Religion will be new but 
radically different. The moon of Christianity does not shine anymore: it is a 'new moon', 
dark and invisible. Religion as it used to be understood, the acts of communal Christian 
worship in its familiar form, are things of the past. Traditional Christian forms of liturgy, 
in their outward appearance, do not appeal any longer. Religion is going through a tran-
sition period: no one yet knows what shape religion will take in a fully secularized world. 
The ideas R.S.Thomas expresses in 'A Frame for Poetry' (1966) " stayed with him for 
many years until they found a new form in "The Moon in Lleyn' (1975). 
B. In his occasional prose writings R.S. Thomas offers his personal view of religion, fully 
accepting and defending meaning b. In "A Frame for Poetry" he wondered whether a 
workable definition of religion is at all possible for a twentieth-century Englishman that is 
not, in some way, Christian. " Can religion be defined in other than Christian terms? 
He believes that an exclusively Christian interpretation of 'religion' can at best only par-
tially solve modern i.e. existential problems. What he called 'the Christian presentation of 
religion' would be far from solving 'all the problems'. He does not specify which 
problems he has in mind, but they may well concern the existential questions and negative 
experiences twentieth-century Man finds himself up against and which keep R.S.Thomas 
himself constantly worried: the problems of war and peace, of genocide, of suffering, of 
nuclear threats, of ecological disasters. 
A few years earlier an occasion to speak up on the subject and to define his personal 
position, had been his editorship of the Penguin Book of Religious Verse (PBRV)in 1963. 
This selection of religious poetry is a highly personal and idiosyncratic one.17 To begin 
with, he does not want to limit his choice to Christian 'devotional' or 'sacred' verse, like 
e.g. Herbert's (four poems in this selection are by him). In the Introduction to PBRV he 
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states that religion, in either meaning of the word, can no longer be identified with Chris-
tianity. That may have been the general view in the past - it was held by the Metaphysi-
cals - but it can no longer be upheld in the twentieth century. R.S.Thomas's views of 
'religion' and 'religious' are certainly in line with meaning b but this is how he sums up 
his opinion in the Introduction to PBRV: 
"Roughly defining religion as embracing an experience of ultimate 
reality, and poetry as the imaginative presentation of such, I have con-
sidered five aspects of that experience: the consciousness of God, of the 
self, of negation, of the impersonal or the un-nameable, and of comple-
tion....Let me say at once that, by sticking somewhat loosely to or-
thodoxy, I have attempted to broaden the meaning of the term 'religious' 
to accommodate twentieth-century sensibility." " 
Although this personal aspect of 'religion' (meaning b.) as an experience, is not uncom-
mon in the tradition of Christian spirituality, as e.g. in some of Herbert's poems, 
R.S.Thomas's description of the object of the experience is not fully in line with traditio-
nal Christian definitions. Although they all have the central 'experience of God' in com-
mon, 'ultimate reality' sounds a good deal wider than just 'God', in whatever way the 
idea of the divine may be interpreted. What twentieth-century man is more and more 
losing is this sense of being religious in the first meaning: the institutional system and all 
it involves. The doctrinal contents of a religious faith seem to be irrelevant to the real 
world. People take no interest in them; their ignorance of them is enormous. The term 
'twentieth-century sensibility' does not necessarily imply that belief in a personal God, 
somehow involved in mankind's affairs, has for many people gone forever. Many find, as 
Macquarrie puts it, that "there are no sensible manifestations of the divine in the world. " 
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 God's presence in their lives is no longer recognized. This loss of awareness may have 
been a side-effect of modern theological and philosophical efforts to speak about God, the 
divine essence, in more rational terms than either mythology or the Jewish-Christian 
theistic tradition have been able to do. The sense of a personal God has been losing 
ground. What is left in people's consciousness is a sense of the loss of a personal God. 
According to Bonhoeffer modern man cannot make sense of, and feels no need of, a 
theistic type of God to support his ideas or moral decisions. The progress of science and 
technology has increasingly desacralized the world and man's thinking. Traditional 
religion (meaning a.) and modern thinking are put side by side in R.S. Thomas's poem 
'Waiting*(FRQ 32): 
* The 
earth bore and they reaped: 
God, they said, looking 
in your direction. The wind 
changed; over the drowned 
body it was you 
they spat at. 
Young 
I pronounced you. Older 
I still do, but seldomer 
now, leaning far out 
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over ал immense depth, letting 
Your name go and waiting, 
somewhere between faith and doubt, 
for the echoes of its arrival.' 
A sharp distinction between the two meanings of religion can be recognized. The believer 
in the Christian God related everything, even the things of nature ('Act of God') to God, 
and alternately praised or blamed Him. The poet puts himself at a clear distance from that 
attitude, but he can not reject the old one out of hand : he doubts. R.S.Thomas admits " 
that he 'revolts' against a comfortable, conventional and simplistic view of God." M It is 
true, he still 'addresses' God, calling Him 'you'. But the closing lines of his prayer 
express some honest doubt whether it will be heard at all. 
This sense of the loss of the personal, listening and responding God is central to what 
R.S. Thomas means by twentieth-century sensibility; he obviously shares it and describes 
it in his poems. The key words in the crucial passage quoted from PBRV are: experience 
of ultimate reality, touching upon all the boundaries of human experience, as defined by 
the five aspects that he mentioned and used as the five chapter headings of the PBRV: 
God, Self, Nothing, It, All. 
As a matter of interest I would like to mention here that T.S.Eliot in The Use of Poetry 
and the Use of Criticism discusses I.A.Richards's five-point suggestion for religious re­
thinking, which Richards presents as 'a frame of feelings whose sincerity is beyond our 
questioning'.21 These five points show a remarkable similarity to R.S.Thomas's five asp­
ects of 'ultimate reality' : Man's loneliness (God); the facts of birth and of death (Self), in 
their inexplicable oddity; the inconceivable immensity of the Universe (AU); Man's place 
in the perspective of time (It); the enormity of man's ignorance (Nothing). Richards is 
never quoted in R.S.Thomas's prose writings, so any suggestion of influence is guess­
work, but the parallel looks more than just a coincidence. These five points, too, con­
stitute what R.S.Thomas means by twentieth-century sensibility, a secularized way of 
thinking in which there is no longer any use for either a personal and demanding God, or 
a system of worship. 
The publication of his private views coincided with the culmination - it will be remem­
bered - in and around 1963 (the very year of publication of PBRV) of the public debate 
around John Robinson's book Honest to God. The book came as no surprise to theol­
ogians; they had paved the way for it. But all of a sudden it made the general public 
aware of a theological problem that many had been privately wrestling with. Nathan Scott 
calls the book "the most widely noticed piece of theological journalism since Essays and 
Reviews of 1860." M At the time R.S.Thomas may well have read Robinson's book, or 
at least - as a man of the church - may have followed, if not taken part in, the debate 
within the Anglican community both in Britain and world-wide. The Introduction to 
PBRV may very well be read, to some extent, as a part comment on it. It reflects his 
personal ideas about religion. I am not suggesting that R.S.Thomas fully and in detail 
agreed with John Robinson. The central point, however, of the radical break with the 
theistic image of God is certainly supported by him. R.S.Thomas's definition of religion 
(meaning b.) should therefore not come as a surprise. In the preceding years he cannot 
have missed books and articles by leading protestant theologians who had mapped the way 
for theology after the second World war. Bonhoeffer's Letters and Papen from Prison 
was translated into English as early as 1953 n , Tillich's 77K Courage to Be appeared in 
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1952, his Systematic Theology appeared between 1951 and 1963. To give very brief 
characteristics: Bonhoeffer gives up Christian theism altogether; Tillich wants to transcend 
it, but he does not want to part with God altogether. Robinson leans heavily on Tillich's 
work. Claiming for himself a liberal position in theological matters, R.S. Thomas must, 
in my opinion, have recognized and acknowledged these developments. Twentieth-century 
sensibility, he admits, is part and parcel of his own spiritual make-up. 
These modern developments in theology have been made possible by existentialist 
philosophy. R.S.Thomas's own spiritual quest began in earnest with his reading of Kierke-
gaard whom he discovered as a young man. The father of European existentialism 
appealed so strongly to R.S.Thomas that he started collecting and studying his books. 
Kierkegaard's principal ideas concern man in his 'Angst', in his fundamental loneliness 
underlying the human tragedy. A human being, aware of his existence, discovers himself 
in his individual existence. Life's reality is described in a phenomenological way. 
Existence is a dynamic idea; existentialism is a dynamic philosophy based on experiences 
in time and history. M Its effect on the Christian person consists in a shift of attention 
away from the religious institutions towards an ever increasing inner awareness of God's 
presence. Paul Tillich called existentialist philosophy "the good luck of Christian 
theology" M for helping rediscover the Christian idea of humanity. Tillich, too, owed a 
great debt to Kierkegaard. In religious terms: Kierkegaard has taught Thomas that man, in 
his individual existence, is an individual person facing his God alone. M So his 'religion' 
is first and foremost a personal, not an institutional matter. God's existence as such is no 
subject for discussion for R.S.Thomas; God's essence is. He may not have taken an active 
part in the theological discussion around the traditional 'theistic' God of Christianity. Yet 
the effects of this shift of religious thinking are clearly recognizable in his personal relig-
ious views. R.S.Thomas rejects 'religion' in that traditional sense of a system of orga-
nized and formalized worship as unsuitable for the coming generations. For R.S.Thomas's 
more detailed view of the theistic God the reader is referred to Chapter Six. 
4.1.2 The idea of religious experience and mysticism 
In his poetry R.S.Thomas appears to opt unambiguously for the second meaning of 'religi-
on': a personal awareness of, and a corresponding commitment to what is experienced as 
beyond the individual's power or nature. In PBRV this is called 'the experience of 
ultimate reality'. Tillich states: "Religion is the experience of the unconditioned, and this 
means the experience of absolute reality or the experience of absolute nothingness." " 
'Experience' expresses a directness of contact, a spontaneous awareness, an intuitive 
feeling of relatedness, of understanding, of vision, a vivid sense of being part of reality. 
Experience is found in forms of awareness and consciousness of 'aspects of reality and of 
existence', the concepts of which are somehow immediately present to the subject. 
R.S.Thomas experiences what he calls 'ultimate reality', meaning: absolute boundaries of 
existence, which no human being can transgress and which make him aware of his depen-
dence, his limits, his nothingness, his mortality, his being a tiny part of created reality, 
indeed, his being at the intersection of time and eternity, a quintessentially existentialist 
experience. The next and ultimate step could be an awareness of Godhead, as the 
Unconditional Source of Being (Tillich), a consciousness of the 'mysterium tremendum et 
fascinans' (Rudolf Otto), a feeling of "standing - all by oneself - facing God" (Kierke-
gaard). 
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The elements of 'ultímate reality', described by him as: God, Self, Nothing, AU, It (the 
chapter headings of PBRV) are the recognized parts of that unpassable boundary of the 
human spirit. It should be noted that the poems collected in PBRV, under the several 
headings, are all by other poets. So within the limits of one section of the anthology, e.g. 
the one about 'God', the poems express various experiences by almost as many poets. 
They do not, in my view, necessarily offer an adequate description of R.S.Thomas's own 
religious experience, but he is in general agreement with them. So much is clear from the 
introduction. 
R.S.Thomas's religious poetry differs from that of the Metaphysicals, because his con-
cepts both of religion and of religious experience are different. I have already pointed to 
the Christian background of both R.S.Thomas's poetry and the religious experience he 
describes. According to Tillich, a person's religious experience is shaped by the deno-
minational group to which he belongs. R.S.Thomas has always stood in the full Anglican 
tradition of biblical faith and the confession of Christian doctrine, a commitment to the 
Bible (the Authorized Version) and the 1667 Book of Common Prayer. So his poetry 
should be read against the background of the Christian religion. Illustrative examples were 
offered in chapter Three. 
R.S.Thomas has for himself decided that he wants to present an honest account of his own 
religious ideas and experience both to himself and to his non-Christian contemporaries. He 
may have words of praise for Herbert for finding a fruitful relationship between Chris-
tianity and poetry M, he for one does not want to stick to the traditional views of the 
Christian faith as an institution, because he wants to be understood by the many who no 
longer accept it. He therefore wonders if it might be possible for him to find the new 
words that are needed. 
Religion in its various denominational and institutional forms has four main instruments to 
provide ways towards the personal religious experience: doctrine, ritual, ethics and mys-
ticism. 2' The first three represent certain means and stages towards the fourth and most 
fundamental aspect of religion: mysticism, as a general term denoting any form or stage 
of direct awareness of God's Presence. M 
Vergote adds that mysticism is "the impatient longing to achieve and experience a unity 
with God" 3I Religious experience is sometimes - certainly not always - identified with 
'mysticism'. R.S.Thomas's own position, in my view, is fully reflected in what is 
described in a recent study on the subject. 
Karen Armstrong, in the Introduction to her important anthology of poetic and religious 
experience Tongues of Fire, describes 3Z this religious process. Only mysticism is directly 
concerned with the main object of religion: the transformation of the human being towards 
an ever deepening unity with God. All religions, with almost no exceptions, have this 
element of experience in common, however different they may be. Everywhere the 
purpose of seeking 'some unity with the Godhead as It is seen', some form of affective 
unity with God, is the ultimate objective. So much so that, according to Armstrong, there 
appears to be one universal 'religion of mysticism'. 
The emphasis, therefore, is on the subject's gradual transformation and the eventual 
unification with the object of his desires, God. In this process prayer and meditation 
(contemplation) are important, always essential, and sometimes even the only, religious 
activities. 
Religion in R.S.Thomas's poems is exclusively of this mystical type: his personal reli-
gion, so penetratingly reflected in his poems, consists in a life-long drive for a more 
intimate relationship with God. The experience of God's presence is his main aim and 
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object. It will also be a source of pain and spiritual darkness,, as we shall see later. The 
Christian way to achieve this (both in its institutional and its spiritual character) is for him 
not necessarily the best, and certainly not the exclusive way towards that aim. Indeed, 
R.S.Thomas finds himself in agreement with that universal religion of mysticism, 
described by Armstrong. He sheds all denominational particularities, and opts for the sole 
object of the religious person's desire, irrespective of his (Anglican) 'religion' or of his 
(Christian) theology. Christianity, in his view, cannot claim any exclusivity of spiritual 
values, or uniqueness of religious, mystical experience. Many modern Christians, monks 
and other religious among them, have sought and found other paths towards mystical 
experience, particularly in ancient Eastern traditions. 
R.S.Thomas, while announcing the end of traditional organized religion, severs all links 
between mysticism and specific types of religion. He goes so far as to pay homage to 
oriental forms of a-religious mysticism which do without any sense of a supernatural 
Reality.33 The absolute separation of institutional religion and mysticism has always 
enjoyed a limited support throughout the ages. Waaijman deals with this matter in a study 
on Spirituality. M He contrasts two opinions: Jean Baruzi's who, in his study of John of 
the Cross, states that "mysticism is a general religious phenomenon, which has to accept 
limitations from particular religions". Mysticism might have displayed its originally 
immaculate radiance, but for the limitations imposed upon it by concrete religions. This is 
why students of comparative religion and psychologists of religion try to outline a typolo-
gy of 'a universal mystical experience' in the same sense as Armstrong describes it. 
According to Waaijman, Von Hügel represents the opposite view. Although in general 
agreement with the description of such an essentially mystical experience, he nevertheless 
stresses the indispensable connection between mysticism, doctrine and the 'communal' 
element. A truly religious attitude can only be constituted by these three elements: mysti-
cal fervour, doctrinal insight, and a sense of community. Von Hügel believes that mys-
ticism practised apart from these contexts, is only something isolated and barren. 
There can be no doubt that R.S.Thomas, in his personal drive for mystical awareness, 
ignores two of the three elements. First, doctrinal speculation is rejected because all 
human endeavours to think or speak about God can only be metaphorical ways of 
expression, and can have only relative value. Religious doctrine, theology, is the product 
of rational processes which block rather than open up the way towards a mystical union 
with God. A sense of community is never felt or experienced by him as necessarily 
contributing to his spirituality. He describes himself as a hermit, an absolute loner, 
looking for silence, solitude and bareness. He wants to be more lonely, in practical terms, 
than any Carthusian monk, whose cell, at least, is adjacent to cells of fellow-monks. 
R.S.Thomas would, in my view, make a good desert-father type of hermit. For him the 
experience of God's presence can only be had in complete and utter isolation. 
4.1.3 The idea of religious language 
One of the characteristics of the religious or mystical experience is that it can hardly ever 
be expressed in either spoken or written language.33 The mystical experience is per se 
incommunicable because a mystical experience is a matter of feeling rather than of 
intellect. Comparable experiences like the scent of a rose, the pleasure of listening to a 
great symphony, the awareness of being in love, the happiness of success are equally and 
absolutely incommunicable. M The religious person, the mystic, sooner or later enters a 
stage of awareness where words and logic no longer apply. What happens and is felt is 
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beyond words. To quote the locus classicus for St Paul as a mystic: "..he was caught up 
into paradise, and heard unspeakable words which it was not lawful for a man to utter." 
(2 Cor. 12) Mysticism is first about silence, not speech. " There certainly is that first 
moment when the mystic wants to open his mouth, and fails to find a word. The moment 
of 'aphasia', or the so-called 'stunned silence': the feeling of utter helplessness to find 
speech precedes any effort of articulation. M The groping for words will continue, 
though. 
All the great mystics in Christianity and in other religions in different cultures and ages 
have tried their utmost to search for words capable of expressing their deepest and most 
intimate experiences e.g. of the Holy, of Love, of human frailty, of the deep meaning of 
this historical world, of time and eternity. They have felt that their experience in all its 
depth and overwhelming light cannot be kept penned up inside, and must be somehow 
shared. The inward pressure, as it were, would become too high. As Steggink has it: 
'The new world that has entered his consciousness offers the mystic no 
new language. He stands speechless, tonge-tied and lost for words. He 
ought to speak up but he cannot. Inside that tension mystical language is 
bom: a paradoxical language to speak the unspeakable, often surprising, 
breaking the old codes, and bewildering." 3' 
This is confirmed by Vergote who even states that the wish to communicate the exper-
ience is an essential element in mysticism: 
"The essential intention of mystics is to find personal expression within 
the reference boundary of their own faith. Christianity offers what I 
call, with modern anthropology, a religious symbolic system; a network 
of language about God's historic initiatives and revelations, a system of 
symbolic rituals, ethical rules, models of Christian life-styles, religious 
traditions. Mystics find themselves within that religion and select the 
essential elements with critical wariness. As subjects, through their 
personal and cultural capacity, they try to investigate and to find new 
words for the reality as it is proffered by the symbolic system of reli-
gion. Mysticism, therefore, is a verbal event, in the fundamental mean-
ing ofthat word." *° 
Mystics and poets come very close indeed. Sometimes their ways of expressing themselves 
are hard to tell apart. Religious experiences have to be expressed in a type of language 
thought to be suitable to deal with the experience of ultimate reality, of 'the transcendent'. *l 
Therefore, according to T.R. Wright, religious language is not a matter of the ordinary 
function of language of giving names to clearly discernible objects. It is a complex web of 
metaphors and symbols pointing towards an imperfectly understood reality. 42 He wants 
"a language of meaning rather than a language of being". ** Modern language has been 
more and more 'secularized'. The decline of religious sensibility (at least in the Western 
world) has emptied modern language of its traditional religious meanings. 
Jeremy Hooker, the Welsh poet and critic, describes modern language as no longer able to 
comprehend, let alone express a unified and integrated vision of Man, Nature and God, 
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because "modem language has becomes so 'naked' of religious meaning that the reality it 
refers to can no longer be expressed." I quote his address at the 'Welsh conference on 
Literature and Religion' held at St Beuno in May 1989 to commemorate the centenary of 
Hopkins' death. ** Modern language has lost, as Waaijman puts it, its relation with the 
eternal 'Thou'. v Religious language should be seen - in R.S.Thomas's brilliant meta-
phor - as "deciduous language". The tree of language should be able to shed its old and 
worn leaves continually, and to replace them by new and fresh ones, shining with new 
meaning. 
Religious language tries to articulate both the mystery of God and man's awareness of the 
deity, however imperfectly understood. The mystical experience needs a finely tuned 
language, a feeling for apt and lucid imagery, and utter simplicity of words in order to 
avoid verbosity for the sake of impressing the reader or listener. This requirement tallies 
with R.S.Thomas's description of poetic language in general as 'simple and chaste'. 
The experience itself can be defined as either positive (known as 'via affirmativa') or 
negative ('via negativa'). For our purpose 'via affirmativa' is defined as the first stage in 
the process of thinking and speaking about God, accepting and enjoying His existence and 
experienced Presence as a natural and obvious reality. Religious language of this positive 
experience is found in, for instance, the tradition of 'devotional' poetry. The Stabax Mater 
is a famous example. 
Religious language of the negative stage deals with the 'negative' phase of the mystical 
progress of man towards the God whom he accepts and yearns for wholeheartedly but 
cannot know anything about, for He is found to be utterly beyond reason's reach. " 
R.S.Thomas's experience with this phase is dealt with in chapter Seven. The Cloud of 
Unknowing is an apt text to illustrate this experience. 
Whichever stage of the search for God the mystic describes, his language will have to be 
suited to the special purpose and to make extensive, if not exclusive, use of metaphors and 
symbols that are understood by contemporary readers. The denser metaphorical language 
is, the harder and more obscure the text looks to the reader. The newness and originality 
of all literature depends on the tension between the literal and the metaphorical. It was, 
for example, clear that the newness of what is now known as 'metaphysical' poetry depen-
ded on the originality of the newly created tension between traditional meaning and the 
boldly used metaphors which were not immediately recognized as such by their contempo-
raries. Wright points to George Herbert as a fine instance of "the sheer variety and 
plurality of metaphors, which provide such a rich source of poetic understanding, enabling 
believers to transcend the limits of ordinary language, to glimpse and to encounter a real-
ity which they cannot fully understand. " 41 
4.1.4 The idea of religious poetry 
Poetry is 'the other way of using the language' *. It is the type of language used not to 
describe things, but to compare them; not to define but to picture them; not to inform the 
reader but to give him pleasure. The opposite of poetic language is not prose, but science, 
or scientific prose rather. The latter type of language requires words to be sharply 
defined, to be as unambiguous in meaning as possible. In science each word should repre-
sent one single idea only that can and has been precisely defined. Poetry gives the 
imagination, man's creative faculty, a wide horizon: the more associations and 'overtones' 
are evoked the richer and more 'poetic' the word or phrase is. Subtle ambiguity makes the 
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finest poem, and sets the reader's imagination 'spinning'. Poetry gives the reader the grea-
test possible freedom of interpretation. While reading a poem the reader creates his own ; 
he becomes a poet himself. While reading religious or mystical poems the reader may 
become religious or mystical himself, or at least may start thinking and feeling that way, 
provided the sensibility for it is there. 
Religious poetry, including R.S.Thomas's, shuns all institutional religion, and can best be 
defined as 'the process and the experience of apprehending the reality of God, expressed 
in verse'. The religious/mystical experience can never be adequately expressed in words. 
But words, however inept, must be used even in an approximation of communication. Of 
the two main forms of verbal usage, prose and poetry, it is poetry that is far better 
equipped to convey any, however tentative, communication about mystical experiences. 
The poetic experience has often been described as very similar to the mystical/religious 
experience.4* The religious and mystical experiences prepare the way towards eventual 
unity with God; poetic experience unites with reality as perceived and interpreted by the 
senses. Both types enable the person to 'see': in a 'vision' for the mystic, through 
'imagination' for the poet. The poet resembles the mystic closely. Armstrong finds the 
proof for this in the fact that the poet is more directly involved with the non-rational, or 
rather with alternative 'visions' of reality, than the historian or the scientist. Moments of 
vision are brief and transient. In between these moments mystic and poet alike often pass 
through periods of darkness and aridity. Armstrong concludes that both poets and mystics 
write about their experience in ways that are remarkably similar. 
The suitability of poetry, over against prose, to express religious experience is predomi-
nantly found in its use of metaphorical language, an essential way of speaking in any 
religion, but particularly within the Christian religion, as is shown by Northrop Frye in 
his study of the bible and literature M. Christianity claims to be founded on the metapho-
rical self-revelation of God. If the metaphorical use of language is important, poetry keeps 
it alive. " God reveals Himself in his human Son ("Whoever sees me, sees the Fa-
ther"), who in tum describes himself in purely metaphorical language: "I am the Bread of 
Life; I am the Light of the World*. It was Jesus' usual way of addressing his audience. It 
was even expected of him as a self-styled prophet claiming to bring new revelations. 
"All these things spake Jesus unto the multitude in parables; and without 
a parable spake he not unto them" (Matthew 13: 34-35). 
The presentation of religious experience in the most inspired language is poetry, according 
to R.S.Thomas. "This is not a definition of poetry, but a description of how the communi-
cation of religious experience best operates." '2 In a paper he read for the London 
Philosophical Society on December 12, 1811 S.T.Coleridge held the same opinion: 
"...we need not wonder that it has pleased Providence that the divinest 
truths of religion should be revealed to us in the form of poetry and that 
at all times the Poets, though not the slaves of any sectarian opinions, 
should have joined to support all these delicate sentiments of the heart, 
which might be called the feeding streams of Religion...In other words 
an undevout poet in the strict sense of the term is an impossibility.." w 
It brings R.S.Thomas to the statement that Jesus was a poet because he was a 'living 
metaphor'. In the introduction to A Choice of George Herbert's Verse R.S.Thomas states 
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that there is a possibility of a fruitful relationship between Christianity, i.e. a Christian's 
experience of God's presence, and poetry. The bridge between the two is the Incarnation. 
"The poet invents the metaphor, and the Christian lives it." M This inspires him even to 
the full identification of the two, religion and poetry: "Poetry is religion, religion is poe-
try". Religion here is clearly used in the sense of the individual's personal approach to 
God. Mystic and poet are twins. 
"Religion is Poetry" might very well have been Herbert's life's motto, because that is 
what all his poems are about. I take Herbert here as an example, for - as a religious poet -
he was one of the greatest of English literary history for the the intensely personal 
character of his poetry. Almost all of it is 'about' Herbert and his God, 'about' what went 
on between them. So if the yearning for God is called the heart of all religion, Herbert 
sets a modem example of religious poetry. A.M Allchin unhesitatingly puts R.S.Thomas 
in the same category as Herbert (and Hopkins) for that very same reason: they all wrote 
highly personalized religious poetry. M 
The literary history of Britain is full of poetry reflecting various types of 'religion'. Most 
of it is written in the positive vein of personal religious experience of one kind or another. 
It is nearly always classified as 'Christian verse'; there was no other. R.S.Thomas, 
however, wants no identification of the two. PBRV avoids the name of 'Christian' verse; 
it wants to cast its nets for religious verse much wider, since religious experience is not 
restricted to the Christian community. Yet, most modem anthologies offering 'religious' 
verse still present 'Christian' verse, such as The New Oxford Book of Christian Verse 
(1981, edited by Donald Davie), or The Penguin Book of English Christian Verse (1984, 
edited by Peter Levi). PBRV does not come into that category at all. I am sure that R.S. 
Thomas would rather join up with the critic Ann Philips. In her article "Religious Verse. 
Alive and Well?" ** she wonders whether religious poetry, using the traditional Chris-
tian/religious phrases and idioms, is still being understood by contemporary readers. She 
believes that they are probably quite unfamiliar with this idiom, and the wording is too far 
removed from their everyday experiences and vocabulary. The language of piety sounds 
more and more esoteric to many. Even basic Christian ideas, like e.g. the loving Father-
/God, the concepts of sin and grace, the values of prayer, may be completely lost so that 
poetry describing them can, in her view, only appeal to ever dwindling groups of 
Christian believers. Herbert is undoubtedly one of R.S.Thomas's favourite poets. 
Herbert's main theme is love: "the love that is in God, and the charity that attends a true 
Christian. " The author of 
"Love bade me welcome:yet my soul drew back, 
guilde of dust and sinne. 
But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack 
From my first entrance in, 
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning 
If I lacked anything." 
clearly comes under the category of the mystical writers who are concerned with the 
soul's encounter with God. Herbert writes the sort of poetry which Peter Levi calls 
'dramatic soul-language'.97 Herbert's religious vocabulary, however, is a sound from the 
past. It is the language of traditional piety, very Anglican in tone and loftiness, and very 
sincere, but appealing less and less to modem readers. It is this piety that R.S.Thomas 
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admires, the spiritual warmth of Herbert's faith. In his own poems, however, he never 
even tries to imitate either the piety or the vocabulary of his seventeenth-century predeces-
sor. His 'argument with God' is the same, his yearning for the nearness of the loving God 
is certainly just as deep. That puts him, clearly and surely, within that long tradition of 
English mystical verse. In her essay 'The Inner Journey of the Poet'" Katherine Raine, 
poet in her own right and well-known student of Blake and Yeats, describes poetry as the 
language of the soul on its inner journey to what she calls 'the timeless condition'. Poetry 
(and the other arts) are, indeed, important means by which we relate ourselves to the 
timeless. 
4.2 Can a poet be a priest? 
Priest and poet both use religious language professionally. Although their occupations may 
differ widely, the way they speak and write about what religious experience means to 
them, the verbal communication of this experience, is very much alike. However, can the 
Christian priest and the religious poet be identified? Can they live in one and the same 
person? Can they be one and the same? 
R.S.Thomas finds a special interaction between the 'religion of revelation', and poetry. 
There is a possibility of a fruitful relationship because the bridge between the two, he 
believes, is the Incarnation, for him the metaphorical self-revelation of God. If poetry is 
concerned with the concrete and the particular (individuality), then Christianity aims at 
their redemption and consecration.59 What he means here is that a person's concrete 
actions and efforts to reach out for God are acknowledged, are made valuable and 
effective, and so contribute to his life's aim: seeking the Presence of God. Reaching out 
for God and expressing it in poetry coalesce, become two aspects of the same thing. Being 
a priest, i.e. looking for God in the midst of the congregation, even on behalf of them, 
and being a poet trying to express this quest, do not clash, they fuse. It is clear that here, 
too, R.S.Thomas sees the Christian religion solely as an individual path towards personal 
union with God. 
The opposite view is represented by Robert Graves in The White Goddess. He reaches the 
very opposite conclusion. It is his view that by rejecting the language of poetry in favour 
of formal doctrine, Christianity (the system, the institution) has parted ways with religious 
poetry forever. Ecclesiastic discipline becomes anti-poetic. The priest can no longer be a 
poet at the same time, because he is expected to present and represent the institution's 
views. 
"It has become impossible to combine the once identical functions of 
priest and poet without doing violence to one calling or the other, as may 
be seen in the works of Englishmen who have continued to write poetry 
after their ordination: John Skelton, John Donne, William Crashaw, 
George Herbert, Robert Herrick, Jonathan Swift, George Crabbe, 
Charles Kingsley, Gerard Manley Hopkins. The poet survived in easy 
vigour only where the priest was shown the door..." w 
R.S.Thomas, dealing with this very problem in the TLS article 'A Frame for Poetry', 
speaks about the decline of religious poetry. He states that it is not Christianity as such 
that is to blame, but Christian dogma, as part of the formalized system: This standardized 
type of knowledge has suppressed the poetic imagination in man's thinking about religious 
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truth. " Here he agrees with Graves. In interviews R.S.Thomas has repeatedly been 
questioned about his following the twin vocation of priest and poet. He has always 
claimed the right to artistic freedom. He never saw his task as a poet as an extension of 
his priestly duties, or vice versa. "It never affected me in that sort of way. You see, you 
get away with things in poetry that if you said them in prose you'd probably get a letter 
from the Bishop." и 'Orthodoxy' and 'doctrine' do not mean much to him. 
But what R.S.Thomas claims for himself is not only artistic freedom, but doctrinal 
freedom as well, in order to ensure the harmonious cohabitation of the priest and the poet. 
"After all what is today's orthodoxy is only tomorrow's antiquity, if it 
comes to that. There's really no need to bother about that at all. And, in 
any case, poetry is religion, religion is poetry. The message of the New 
Testament is poetry. Christ was a poet. The New Testament is a meta­
phor, the Resurrection is a metaphor; and I feel perfectly within my 
rights in approaching my whole vocation as a priest and a preacher as 
one who is to present poetry; and when I preach poetry I am preaching 
Christianity; when one discusses Christianity one is discussing poetry in 
its imaginative aspects." a 
Religion is poetry, so in his view there can be no fundamental difference of outlook 
between the poet and the priest. The priest presents Christianity to his congregation as a 
way to God in the metaphorical language of the Bible - something completely satisfactory 
to the poet who can express whatever his personal view and awareness of the divine may 
be, in the metaphorical language that is the writer's tool and means of interpretation and 
communication. 
As for his personal answer to Robert Graves's question: "Does not honesty compel one to 
say that the poet can only survive where the priest (the church and its doctrine) is shown 
the door?", R.S.Thomas has re-interpreted the ideas of church and doctrine in a liberal 
sense ("all metaphors") in order to avoid the inevitable clash between priest and poet. It is 
the priest who pays the higher price. Gerard Manley Hopkins chose the other way: he 
suppressed the poet in order to be a better priest, not because he wanted to, but because 
his asceticism told him to. He was not an Anglican with enough theological room to play 
around in, but a Jesuit novice with the strictest obedience as his order's highest ideal. 
Hopkins paid his price in pain, something the poet Elisabeth Jennings so beautifully 
expressed in her 1975 poem "Hopkins in Wales" which opens with the lines 
"We know now how long that language, 
Your language, had been dancing in you but 
Suppressed, held back by hard work, the debt 
You owed to discipline " ** 
In her unpublished dissertation: 'R.S.Thomas and Gerard Manley Hopkins: Priest Poets' 
Phyllis Zagano discusses this very problem as her central theme. a "Both men have 
made the choice to join the heart of the poet with the mind of the priest....These men 
eventually serve God through art and art through God. But the choice must have at some­
time seemed a strange one even for themselves. " 
Both in the book's title and in the text Zagano uses the term 'priest poet'. Phillips uses 
'poet-priest'. I find the use of these link-ups both confusing and unnecessary. Why should 
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the fact be stressed that Thomas is a priest whenever his poems are read and discussed? 
Other poets following different callings see no point in revealing that they are housewives, 
newspaper editors, university professors or farmers. With R.S.Thomas the confusion 
arises because he writes poems about the same realities and subjects that he deals with in 
the pulpit. 'Priest poet' is a link-up of two human conditions which are facets of the 
human personality: being a poet means continually experiencing reality, using images and 
metaphors to understand and interpret what is being viewed; being a priest means a state 
of community leadership, of mediation, of having been 'called' and 'sent'. Zagano 
suggests a contrast, indeed an incompatibility between the two. R.S.Thomas, however, 
has constantly denied that he feels any contrast, any conflict, between the two aspects. As 
early as the Ormond interview he made his position clear: 
"A lot of people seem to be worried about how I combine my work as a 
poet and my work as a priest. This is something that never worries me at 
all. It does seem to worry other people. Whether they've been influenced 
by Gerard Manley Hopkins's difficulties or they have thoughts of 
Kierkegaard, or something like that, who gave up poetry in his quest for 
God, I don't know, but to me any form of orthodoxy is just not part of a 
poet's province at all. A poet must be able to claim a certain amount of 
poetic licence, freedom to follow the vision of poetry, the imaginative 
vision of poetry..." M 
R.S.Thomas has never changed his mind. His view of orthodoxy as something that is 
relative rather than absolute, of a passing value without having a permanent character, is 
quite telling. It explains his deep conviction that institutionalized religion has a very rela-
tive value. Liturgy and forms of devotion are considered likewise. The metaphor, the 
image and the symbol are important factors in both fields of interest. "The presentation of 
imaginative truth" defines for him his work both as a priest and as a poet. 
"In presenting the Bible to my congregation I am presenting imaginative 
interpretation of reality. In presenting the sacrament, administering the 
sacrament of bread and wine to the congregation I am again conveying, 
I'm using a means, a medium of contact with reality (in a slightly 
different medium from language)."'7 
Hopkins for a while suspended his writing activities, for ascetic and disciplinary reasons, 
but he remained a poet because he could never not be a poet. Being (born) a poet may 
certainly have given him less affinity with theology, as Zagano describes, so it came as no 
surprise that he failed to meet the scholarly standard that was expected of a first-rate 
Jesuit. It was only to be expected: scholastic theology ignores poetry. There is more of a 
lyrical poet in Hopkins than in Thomas, because there is less doubt and more 'via positi-
va' in his work. His faith and piety put him on a different footing. Thomas is hardly 
hampered by official doctrine; he is much more of a philosopher and aware of the intel-
lectual problems of his twentieth-century contemporaries. And 'via negativa' in its spirit-
ual connotation is certainly not a negative frame of mind. Zagano has not understood that 
R.S.Thomas, although being a priest, does not write poetry as a minister, as a repre-
sentative of orthodoxy. He is a Kierkegaard-type of thinker and existentialist in the 
modem sense and his poems are an expression of that frame of mind. Hopkins as a 
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Roman-Catholic priest is soaked in orthodox doctrine and traditional Ignatian spirituality. 
That may have occasionally clashed with his personal poetic calling. 
4.3 Religious poetry and modern religious language 
In the seventeenth century writers of 'religious' poetry in no way differed from the writers 
of other kinds. They spoke and wrote the same language, they shared imagery and 
vocabulary. With the dwindling of religious sensibility in the twentieth century the 
language of the twentieth-century religious poet would sound more and more esoteric, 
were he to continue using the traditional religious idiom. In order to be understood the 
modern religious poet's first task is to find and maintain a language capable of expressing 
new and modern religious apprehensions of reality. It is a matter of constant concern for 
him not to repeat the traditional religious language. He is aware of the fact that many 
contemporaries live in a 'residually-Christian' society (Peter Porter).6* He wants to 
avoid a religious idiom distinct from the tongue of the tribe. R.S.Thomas has been fully 
aware of this problem. He has taken upon himself to write religious poetry in such a 
manner that he can be understood by those who do not share his faith nor his religious 
vocabulary. In this respect he felt that he could not avoid being different from earlier reli-
gious poets. This problem is recognized by poets and critics alike. R.S.Thomas has, from 
the very beginning, understood this and written from his own 'twentieth-century religious 
sensibility'. 
Few critics and writers have so far assessed the religious language R.S.Thomas has been 
trying to develop. As I said before, his own religious experiences have nowhere been 
expressed in what one might call conventional (devotional) language. To round off this 
chapter some general impressions of his language in religious poetry can and should be 
brought together: 
1. the imagery he uses mainly draws upon nature in its beauty of form and number; from 
science as a source of knowledge; biblical and liturgical references, as was shown in 
chapter Three, but mainly for their literary references. 
2. the themes he deals with are of a personal nature, like the experience of God's absence; 
openness as a mode of living; man's essential loneliness; desire for the directness of con-
tact with God; awareness of time and eternity. 
3. the voice, although mainly in the negative mood, is widely varied : doubt, fear, 
frustration, anger, sarcasm, yearning, triumph, deep satisfaction, resignation. 
These elements come together to form the strong language expressing his experience of 
'ultimate reality', which for him personally is called 'God' after all. His voice is instantly 
recognizable and has changed very little over the decades. His religious language may, in 
the final analysis, be nothing else but ordinary language loaded and enriched with 
religious emotions and associations of the believing poet. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE SEEDS OF GODHEAD 
"My wife is a painter. I should have been a musician so 
thai we could have designed a church and made music 
in it that would have been a little nearer the way in 
which God worships himself in mountains, flowers and 
bird-song." (Probings p.32) 
"And to one God says: Come 
to me by numbers and 
figures; see my beauty 
in the angles between 
stars, in the equations 
of my kingdom " 
('Mediations' LAB 17) 
5.1 The experience of nature 
In 1964 R.S.Thomas wrote that there were two things that appealed most to his imagina-
tion: Wales and Nature. ' Neither has failed to inspire him to the present day; both have 
stayed with him as sources of different inspirations. Wales as an inspiration of 'politicar 
and 'rural' poetry was quite deliberately stifled in 1967, but as a matter of permanent and 
serious national concern it has continued to occupy his mind to this very day by being the 
constant subject of articles and public addresses. What Wales means to R.S.Thomas as a 
poet can be clearly seen in his volume Welsh Airs, published as late as 1987. 2 
Nature has never stopped being his first and daily source of meditation and has maintained 
its importance, since it is so closely connected with his religious sensibility. Moreover, 
nature is so much a part of Welsh culture in general that an awareness of the natural 
surroundings is found everywhere, not only with the farmer, his lands and the hills, but 
even with the Welsh miner, the few that are left of them, who works his pit and develops 
a personal rapport with the walls and tunnels of his working ground. The sea, too, is an 
ever present reality and not only to the fishermen; one is nowhere more than fifty miles 
from the sea. The presence of the sea has a strong impact upon the imagination of all 
Welsh people. Many communities of rural Wales still live intimately close to nature. 
However, 'nature poetry' in the sense of lyrical verse in praise of natural beauty (Words-
worth, Hopkins) is very rare with R.S.Thomas. It is nearly always 'man', including 
himself, in varying circumstances, including his relations with nature, that is his subject 
matter. An early key poem 'Memories' (SNG 45) from 1952 is a good example: 
"Come, Iago, my friend, and let us stand together 
Now in the time of the mild weather, 
Before the wind changes and the winter brings 
The leprous frost to the fields, and I will sing 
The land's praises, making articulate 
Your strong feelings, your thoughts of no date, 
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Your secret learning, innocent of books...." 
The praise of the land that follows, is not the poet's but the farmer's. The poet speaks on 
his behalf: 
"..Do you remember the shoals of wheat, the look 
Of the prawned barley, and the hissing swarm 
Of winged oats busy about the warm 
Stalks? Or the music of the taut scythe 
Breaking in regular waves upon the lithe 
Limbs of the grass? Do you recall the days 
Of the young spring with lambs mocking the snow 
That was patched with green and gold in the bare 
fields? 
Or the autumn nights with Sirius loud as a bird 
In the wood's darkness? " 
The poet draws the beauty of the Welsh countryside and farmlands in a few lyrical lines 
to which all senses contribute. Although he enjoys it, too, the farmer is not eloquent 
enough to find the words to express his emotions. The poet is the 'bard' whose profession 
it is to sing Nature's praise on the farmer's behalf. The farmer's emotions and impressions 
of nature can only be guessed at. It is Thomas himself who is aware of nature in its end-
less variety of beauties, and points them out to him. 
"...Yes, though your lips are sealed 
By a natural reticence, your eyes betray 
The heart's rich harvest, gathered seasons ago 
When I was a child too small even to have heard 
Under the sombre foliage of the sky 
The owl and badger answering my cry." 
Returning in the evening very late from a visit the priest is struck by the beauty and the 
stillness of the place where he himself lives (the rectory at Manafon): 
"Coming home was to that: 
The white house in the cool grass 
Membraned with shadow, the bright stretch 
Of stream that was its looking-glass; 
And smoke growing above the roof 
To a tall tree among whose boughs 
The first stars renewed their theme 
Of time and death and a man's vows. " 
(SNG 111) 
This is just one more example, among many, of the lyricist that R.S.Thomas essentially 
is, for it is beauty first and foremost that speaks to him. But the setting of the poems is 
always 'people'. These are early poems, they even have rhyming lines, a poetic usage he 
soon gave up in favour of a freer, less conventional style of poetic writing, something that 
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John Wain has never forgiven him. 3 
5.2.1 Nature as a lifelong celebration of the senses 
In 1972, in a long Welsh article, in its English translation called 'The Paths Gone By', 
R.S.Thomas described his boyhood and his career. * As a boy he already displayed an 
extraordinary sensitivity for everything in the natural world, and a great love of solitude. 
The memories of natural things have, fifty, sixty years later, a poetic freshness about them 
which is proof of a strong and early developed sensuality embracing all senses, as is 
shown by these random quotations: 
"..the breeze is full of the scent of roses...; it was a marvellous ex-
perience to sneak out into the darkness sometimes and stand under the 
stars with the wind from the sea sighing about the silent house...; the 
water was crystal-clear, and the fish-spawn and sand-eels stood out blue 
in its depths...; I enjoyed being out in the open air, and I would often be 
out in the fields before dawn, so as to have a few hours of pleasure 
before going to school....; those early mornings were full of magic-
..have you ever touched cold mushrooms, wet with dew, smelt their 
freshness, and tasted them?..'Frog cheese' the Welsh name is, apt. They 
have a vaguely cheesy taste, similar to Caerphilly cheese, a taste which 
disappears in the frying-pan, no matter how careful you are..;if one is 
fond of nature, one can also be fond of cricket - country cricket that is -
the fine weather, the smell of grass, and the murmur of the wind in the 
trees ..; after having tried rugby, and having half-liked it..I returned to 
my old habit of going for a long walk in the country to look on the 
beauty of nature and to think the long vain thoughts of adolescence."' 
Nature, however, is not a thing to be sought and enjoyed for its own sake. Observing 
nature and meditating about its overwhelming presence go together for this romantic 
person. Wales and Nature have one thing in common: they have both lost their original 
innocence. Nature's beauty is no longer untainted; Wales is no longer the unspoiled patch 
of earth as it was created by God: machines and man have destroyed large parts of it, for 
which mostly non-Welshmen ("foreigners") are to blame. 
"I have known the silence of the countryside before the machines des-
troyed it and have enjoyed a darkness in which one could see the wealth 
of the stars and perhaps one light like a flower pinned to some black hill. 
All changing or changed. I realised it was no good looking for these 
things anymore. The aircraft, the motors were rending the silence; the 
lights and glow from the cities and village street lamps were hiding the 
stars. The wild places are becoming domesticated. Time and distance are 
being annihilated by speed."6 
Nature in this day and age is far removed from Eden as it was once created as the perfect 
place for man to live and be happy as part of it. R.S. Thomas wants to recover and 
restore it that way. His nostalgia for a pure, Welsh community goes hand in hand with the 
yearning for a pure and fresh, natural world, as fresh as it once came out of the hands of 
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the Creator, something Tillich calls 'creation in essence'. That kind of natural utopia is 
known under its Welsh name 'Abercuawg', the land where the cuckoos sing. It is not so 
much a country as a quality: a 'potentiality', a place where nature is at its most natural, 
where Wales is at its most natural. In 1976, two years before his retirement, R.S.Thomas 
was invited to address the Royal National Eisteddfod, 7 then held at Cardigan. Moelwyn 
Merchant calls it "his brilliantly imaginative Welsh address, ... focussing with poetic 
clarity and in a very flexible prose the nature of his Welshness and his personal aspi-
rations for his country". ' R.S.Thomas describes Abercuawg not as a place from the past, 
it is no 'Paradise Lost', a nostalgic lost dream, but something that is still to be realized, 
something almost eschatological. It is a 'process-of-becoming'; it is not something eter-
nally static like a Platonic idea. When man himself enters this process of 'becoming', he 
realizes that he himself is a created being, for man's new position means the transition 
from essence to existence. "This is man's estate: he is always on the verge of com-
prehending God, but insomuch as he is a mortal being, he never will. He will never see 
Abercuawg. " ' In the final instance Abercuawg implies seeing, being with God. 
Two quotations from the poem 'Abercuawg' confirm that idea: 
"An absence is how we become surer 
of what we want. Abercuawg 
is not here now, but there. And 
there is the indefinable point, 
the incarnation of a concept, 
the moment at which a little 
becomes a lot..." (lines 16-22) 
"..I am a seeker 
in time for that which is 
beyond time, that is everywhere 
and nowhere...." (lines 35-38) 
(FRQ 26-27) 
Nature, not only in the microcosm of flowers, insects and microscopic wonders, but 
perhaps even more in the macrocosmic and impressive phenomena of woods, rocks, the 
sea and the universe, is universally eloquent by its overwhelmingly varied presence but 
remains mysterious all the same. Woods, rock, the sea and the expanse of the universe are 
the essential and unforgettable features of Welsh nature. From a child R.S.Thomas has 
realized how close he is to nature and, indeed, part of it himself, and how it inspires him 
to meditation and contemplation. His love of nature and of solitude make him a romantic 
person, a born hermit. This relationship with nature is, in point of fact, the type of life he 
has always wanted to lead. It shows that he is a very religious person with a strong 
natural sense of God's existence and presence, not an extraordinary gift for a Welshman, 
with almost an intuition of God which needs no further proof. "A nature mystic' he calls 
himself '° , "hermit of the rocks" " . 
5.2.2 Maes-yr-Onnen, the place ofecstasis 
As early as 1948, shortly after the publication of his very first volume of poetry An Acre 
of Land (ACL), R.S.Thomas published an article in Welsh, called 'Two Chapels". 12 He 
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desenbes visits to two historic Welsh places. The first, probably during the summer of 
1947, was to Maes-yr-Onnen near Gyro (Powys) where he found an ancient chapel, built 
in 1696, in the middle of nowhere in the Wye region.13 He looks in through the win-
dows, finds the place locked up, and then lies full-length on the grass and has a vision. 
There is no better word for it. The way he describes it has all the hallmarks of an 
authentic experience of nature mysticism. He even compares himself and his experience to 
the Apostle John's ecstasis on the Isle of Patmos. I agree with W.Moelwyn Merchant that 
R.S.Thomas's proseworks are a necessary supplement to our understanding of his verse, 
the truth of which will be confirmed many times in the course of this book: "They 
sometimes reveal a tone of romanticism that is almost entirely absent from the verse."14 
The article 'Two Chapels' throws such an important light upon later poems that the 
experience deserves a longer quotation , for it contains a number of key elements of 
religious experience that will keep returning in his poetry for the rest of his life. 
"And I had a vision, in which I could comprehend the breadth, and the 
length and depth and height of the mystery of creation. But I won't try to 
put the experience into words. It would be impossible. I will simply say 
that I realised there was no such thing as time, no beginning and no end, 
but that everything is a fountain welling up endlessly from immortal 
God. There was certainly something in the place that gave me this fee-
ling. The chapel stood in the fields, amidst waving grass, its roof 
covered with a layer of yellow lichen. There were tall nettles growing 
around and at its side there swayed a big old tree like someone leaning 
forward to listen to the sermon. It was therefore easy to believe I was 
living centuries ago. It might have been the first day of Creation and 
myself one of the first men. Might have been? No, it was the first day. 
The world was created before my eyes. The dew of its creation was on 
everything and I fell to my knees and praised God - a young man 
worshipping a young God, for surely, that is what our God is. "Duw 
ieuanc ydyw Duw: Duw'r gwanwyn clir...." (God is a young God, the 
God of the fresh Spring)." 15 
The opening sentence is a literal quotation from Paul's letter to the Ephesians (3:17-18) 
16
 where the love of Christ is said to pass all human knowledge. The young priest - in 
his early thirties at the time - leaves the readers in no doubt that for him God is visibly 
and triumphantly present in Nature. Creation, in other words, is an abundant source of 
awareness of God to the believer. Creation's beauty makes him praise God. He has recog-
nized the Creating God 'at work'. The epithet for God is a surprising one. The standard 
Anglican epithet - in prayers directly addressing God - is 'almighty' God. In the context 
of the creation of the world one would even have expected the term. The rather surprising 
word "immortal" refers to God's infuiiteness. He is unlimited (i.e. outside the notions of 
time and place), absolute and unconditional Being. All creatures are said to "well up" like 
fountains from this eternal Source, beings that are because they are constantly being 
generated from and by Being itself. The word 'immortal' may indeed be used here to 
point at the 'immortality' which goes with the 'being' derived from God. The essence of 
the experience is the vision of the world being created before his very own eyes at the 
very beginning of time, or rather outside perceptible time. The mystery of creation is 
revealed to him, telling him that everything created is a limited 'being' in its dependence 
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on the permanently creative act of Being. It is the timeless moment of the original 
innocence of the world and of nature. What is described is, according to Gabriel Vaha-
nian, God's Holiness thanks to what he calls the 'charismatic character of the sacramental 
power of creation. " 
"Oh, but God is in the throat of a bird; 
Ann heard him speak, and Pantycelyn. " 
God is in the sound of the white water 
falling at Cynfel. God is in the flowers 
sprung at the feet of Olwen, and Melangell 
felt His heart beating in the wild hare..." 
('The Minister' SNG 78) " 
The Maes-yr-Onnen experience undeniably has certain mystical qualities: no words were 
spoken, nothing was rationally explained. It was a direct and unmediated form of 
knowledge and understanding. It led to a kind of ecstasis even. The event and its 
description have, to my amazement, found little or no place in subsequent critical litera-
ture. A rare reference to it I found in a small volume of quotations, called Threshold of 
Light. w It quotes part of the Maes-yr-Onnen description (without further comment) for 
meditation purposes. Only one or two references to this article have caught my attention, 
21
 beside the one I mentioned, which is curious, to say the least, because it seems so 
important to me for understanding R.S.Thomas's religious sensibility. The only critic to 
mention it is A.M.AlIchin who also co-edited the booklet mentioned here. 
The immanence of God in Nature as described in the quotation from 'The Minister' is 
expressed in images taken from Welsh mythology, in folk-tales from the days when God 
and Nature were still very close. The Welsh have this awareness that God is present in 
everything, which Jan Morris, mistakenly, calls "animism". B The locus classis in R.S. -
Thomas's work is still the poem 'The Moor' in which Nature and the Presence of God are 
evoked: 
"It was like a church to me. 
I entered it on soft foot, 
Breath held like a cap in the hand. 
It was quiet. 
What God there was made himself felt, 
Not listened to, in clean colours 
That brought a moistening of the eye, 
In movement of the wind over grass. 
There were no prayers said. But stillness 
Of the heart's passions - that was praise 
Enough; and the mind's cession 
Of its kingdom. I walked on, 
Simple and poor, while the air crumbled 
And broke on me generously as bread. " 
(PTA 24) 
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This kind of language is what in chapter Three was called 'so plainly chaste' и . The 
simplest of words are used to sum up another religious experience that is essentially 
beyond words and very much akin to, although different from, that of the visit to the 
Maes-yr-Onnen chapel. M One cannot be far wrong if this description is seen as reflec­
ting R.S.Thomas's normal daily attitude when surrounded by Nature. Nearly twenty years 
later the almost indescribable experience is again put into words, this time as a revelation 
felt rather than heard or seen, although the senses play an essential role: quietness, 
stillness, colours, moisture, movement of wind and grass. Again nature is compared to a 
church porch where God can be met. The poem has a Wordsworthian atmosphere. 
R.S.Thomas puts into practice what he himself wrote of Wordsworth in the introduction 
to a selection of his verse: "William Wordsworth is, with Tennyson perhaps, the supreme 
poet of atmosphere. He can convey the feel of a place with memorable effect." M He 
quotes from Wordsworth the lines that sum up perfectly well the experience of 'The 
Moor': 
"..a presence that disturbs me with the joy 
of elevated thoughts, a sense sublime 
of something far more deeply interfused.." u 
The poem 'The Moor' is - in its simple wording - what R.S.Thomas himself had in mind 
when he confessed that his highest literary ideal was that of simplicity: 
"At times there comes the desire to write with great precision and clarity, 
words so simple and moving that they bring tears to the eyes, or if you 
like, as Wordsworth said, are 'too deep for tears". v 
Indeed, R.S.Thomas's poem itself speaks about 'clean colours/ that brought a moistening 
of the eye'. In the words 'what God was there' a whiff of doubt or uncertainty is heard. 
The poem describes an experience of the 'divine', but no finer definition is possible. 
There is no intuitive conclusion like the spontaneous outcry "Our God is a young God", 
but a certain intellectual reservation as to how exactly 'the divine' can be defmed leaves 
the poem slightly open-ended. Yet the God is personal, 'made himself felt', in the 
Christian tradition. But traditional religion remains at arm's length: 'no prayers were 
said' i.e. no response was needed, the awareness of God's presence was enough. What 
really 'happens' is the 'stillness of the heart's passions, that was praise enough', words 
that clearly echo St Augustine's adage. M 
Reason does not function in this encounter, which is far more direct, almost unmediated. 
'The mind's cession /of its kingdom': reason recedes where God is present and so close; it 
is no longer needed and would be inadequate anyway. The feeling is visibly transmitted: 
in (clean) colours, in the waving movement of grass (compare the Maes-yr-Onnen story). 
Grass, especially when in waving movement by wind, is in a number of other poems the 
'dry' counterpart of the sea. w One wonders what makes him compare the abundance of 
fresh air around him to the sacramental bread of the eucharist he so often breaks himself. 
Ward sees in the poem no more than the description of the 'wide bareness' that makes the 
only possible universe for Thomas's religious apprehensions in an unreligious ('secular'?) 
world, but he makes no reference to the experience itself x, while Phillips thinks that the 
poem is a description of his realising that.."silence of that kind may be a precondition of 
faith rather than an obstacle to it." 31 Only Moelwyn Merchant shows a real under-
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standing of the deeper significance of the poem 'The Moor' and calls it rightly 'the setting 
of the profoundest mystical experience'. He only quotes the last six lines, to which he 
adds that "..this is not simply meditation, not the elevation of mind into insight; ...this is 
crowned in sacrament, in the breaking of bread."32 But then, Moelwyn Merchant is a 
theologian and a fellow-priest, whereas Ward and Phillips are philosophers. The ex-
perience of 'The Moor' is a mystical one, a form of ecstasis, a deep and direct awareness 
of God's nearness and an understanding of His peaceful presence in Nature. 
Like the parallel of grass and sea, there is a parallel between the moor and the sea. God's 
presence on the dry land is echoed by a similar presence in the sea. There, too, the 
eucharist is represented in images. Although 'In Great Waters' was dealt with in chapter 
Three it should be quoted again because of the parallel with 'The Moor'. 
IN GREAT WATERS 
You are there also 
at the foot of the precipice 
of water that was too steep 
for the drowned: their breath broke 
and they fell. You have made an altar 
out of the deck of the lost 
trawler whose spars 
are your cross. The sand crumbles 
like bread; the wine is 
the light quietly lying 
in its own chalice. There is 
a sacrament there more beauty 
than terror whose ministrant 
you are and the aisles are full 
of the sea shapes coming to its celebration. 
(FRQ 37) 
In the poem it is not nature that reminds the 'sea-watcher' of God's presence, as in 'The 
Moor'. Whatever is at the bottom of the sea contributes to the impression that God can be 
found even in a place where the paradoxical beauty of desolation and death can be 
recognized. The reference to the eucharist is much stronger than in 'The Moor'. There it 
was the air that suggested it, here it is the abundance of the sand and the light, as the 
symbols of bread and wine, that makes the sacrament a token of God's presence. The 
parallel was suggested by Jeremy Hooker. u 
Two more instances of this almost visionary and intuitive awareness of God's presence in 
creation are in order here. Reason does not withdraw altogether this time, some form of 
contemplation takes place, but the directness is there all the same, however briefly: 
a. ALIVE 
It is alive. It is you, 
God. Looking out I can see 
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no death. The earth moves, the 
sea moves, the wind goes 
on its exuberant 
journeys. Many creatures 
reflect you, the flowers 
your colours, the tides the precision 
of your calculations. There 
is nothing too ample 
for you to overflow, nothing 
so small that your workmanship 
is not revealed. I listen 
and it is you speaking... 
(LAB 51) 
These are the first fourteen lines of the poem. It is is not quite the 'plainly chaste' 
language of 'The Moor', the simplicity that brings tears to the eyes. After the first seven 
words, containing the intuitive discovery that there is life everywhere proclaiming its 
divine origin, the rest of the poem is reflection and meditation, rather in the manner of 
George Herbert. The invisibility of death and the visions of earth, sea and wind are noted 
details of the overall picture that makes him aware of the divine Presence. 'Many' in line 
6 is curious; it is not clear why not all creatures should reflect God's glory. In a later 
poem he will make clear that nothing need be excepted. The two examples of the flowers 
and the tides of the sea have a curious function. They do not directly confirm God's 
existence, but describe 'divine qualities' such as God's colour, and the precision of God's 
calculations, a view that elsewhere inspires R.S.Thomas to coin the phrase '... God of 
form and number' ('Emerging' LAB 1). For these are all aspects by which different 
people recognize God's Presence in a mediating form. In the poem 'Mediations' this is 
described as one of the ways God makes people come to Him: 
"And to one God says: Come 
to me by numbers and 
figures; see my beauty 
in the angles between 
stars, in the equations 
of my kingdom " 
(LAB 17) 
Different people are impressed by different aspects of God's beauty. In 'The Moor' God 
was felt, not listened to. Here the poet says that he listens and 'it is you speaking', 
although in the poem itself no sounds are mentioned, so the metaphoric use of 'listen' 
introduces another and new way the contact with God seems to be established. Listening 
and speaking are stressed. It is a kind of spontaneous speaking that requires no answer. 
Developing this idea further the poet wants to preserve that contact with the divine reality, 
but fails, which is expressed in the last eight lines of the poem 'Alive' : 
"I find the place where you lay 
warm. At night, if I waken, 
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there are the sleepless conurbations 
of the stars. The darkness 
is the deepening shadow 
of your presence; the silence a 
process in the metabolism 
of the being of love. " 
(LAB 51) 
From line IS 'I find..' onwards the original theme is abandoned: the immanence of God 
in creation is left alone. The poet now wishes to try and establish a personal relationship 
with the Transcendent Being whom creation so clearly speaks of, but whom he cannot 
touch. For that is what he wants: the place where he looks for Him is still warm (to the 
touch). Any form of vision is now absent. Darkness reigns, although it may be interpreted 
in a more positive sense. 
A.M.Allchin, reviewing the volume Laboratories of the Spirit in which 'Alive' is found, 
states that, although the theme of the vision of God in nature has characterized R.S.Tho-
mas's writing throughout, the poet in this volume makes use of unusually explicit referen-
ces to the images of the Old and New Testament, as if there needed to be an interaction 
between these different areas of experience. M 'I find the place where you lay warm' 
refers to the burial and resurrection scenes of Jesus in John 20:5, but it has here, as in the 
gospel, the inevitable connotation of 'absence': He is not here, he is very recently risen, 
the place is still warm, but the poet (the apostle) is too late (a thought which will be fully 
developed in Chapter Eight). 
The lines about the stars, the poet's company when he wakes up at night, may mean that 
they, too, make the presence of the Creator felt, but they also serve as the introduction to 
11. 18-20 where darkness, i.e. between the stars, is described as a symbol of 'presence', a 
recurring theme.11 'Silence' is not the symbol of 'no action', but characterizes life-giving 
processes that are so slow, concealed and unobtrusive that they elude the senses. I find 
that the last eight lines disrupt the unity of thought in the poem, because only the first 
fourteen lines express his belief that all life is God-given mirroring his existence. The 
vision is again there in the second example of 'direct experience' of God's immanence. 
b. SUDDENLY 
Suddenly after long silence 
he has become voluble. 
He addresses us from a myriad 
directions with the fluency 
of water, the articulateness 
of green leaves; and in the genes, 
too, the components 
of my existence. The rock, 
so long speechless, is the library 
of his poetry. He sings to me 
in the chain-saw, writes 
with the surgeon's hand 
on the skin's parchment messages 
of healing. The weather 
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is his mind's turbine 
driving the earth bulk round 
and around on its remedial 
journey. I have no need 
to despair; as at 
some second Pentecost 
of a Gentile, I listen to the things 
round me; weeds, stones, instruments, 
the machine itself, all 
speaking to me in the vernacular 
of the purpose of One who is." 
(NPS 201) 
Themes from 'Alive' are recognized immediately. The reference to the first Pentecost 
(Acts 2:9-11) is double-edged: it comes out of the blue - suddenly, stressed by being the 
title of the poem - and it contains a revelation. The first ten lines mention the things of 
nature which - as in the earlier poems - remind the poet as in a flash of God's presence. 
The poem not only refers to water, plants, and genes (the smallest components of a living 
organism determining its individuality, a recurring image). It also mentions lifeless objects 
like rock containing the history of God's presence tangibly, which he describes in the 
poem 'Pre-Cambrian': "Here I think of the centuries, /six million of them, they say/.." 
(FRQ 23), here called 'the library of his poetry'. That is in line with earlier poems about 
nature being eloquent as to God's presence and actions. But now even human activities as 
divergent as working in the woods, felling trees, and working in operating theatres, have 
this quality, and share creation's eloquence. Nothing created is excluded. Even God's 
typical antagonist, 'the machine' i.e. R.S.Thomas's symbol of corrupted nature (see chap-
ter Six), is not excluded, and is said to speak of the same things in its sinful and rebel-
lious activities. Everything speaks in the vernacular, the language generally spoken and 
understood, and 'proclaims' the presence and intentions of Being, the One who IS. 
"I have no need/to despair" is the key line, which opens up a whole world of doubt and 
soul-searching. Everything - thanks to this Pentecost-like revelation - appears to be part of 
the divine plan with this world. "After long silence" (line 1) could even mean that he had 
personally gone through a long period of spiritual aridity in which 'no word came to him' 
(SNG 114). He listens as an ignorant Gentile (not one of 'the chosen' people!) who 
happens to be present at the Pentecost experience: not as a Jew familiar with what had 
happened in Jerusalem recently. The revelation is completely fresh to him. 
5.3 Creation as a celebration of the mind 
Although Creation's beauty has never, for one moment, lost its spell over the poet's 
senses, other aspects of nature - in their very relation to the Creator - are brought to the 
fore which throw a different light upon R.S.Thomas's poetic aims. Over and over again 
he returns to the real centre of his recognition of the Creator's active presence. His 
'nature' poems are by no means confined to either the microcosm of biology, say, the 
beauty of the rose, the flight of the martins M , or the macrocosm of the constellations 
and the universe, including black holes and space exploration. The poems we are dealing 
with here often shun the rapture of beauty and visual harmony. In other words, it is not 
the aesthetics of nature, its beauties and sensual attractions that are eulogized in these 
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poems. One finds rather rational qualities like the 'usefulness', the 'efficiency', the perfect 
organization, its almost smooth machine-like character that stimulates the poet's ad-
miration. There, too, God's creative presence is discernible, but by the mind rather than 
by the senses. What he describes and points towards as 'proofs' of God's active presence 
in Creation, are those natural processes that are invisible and indiscernible to the senses 
but only recognizable in their effects. These are the phenomena and processes that can 
only be detected by 'scientific' methods: microscopes, telescopes, oscillographs and the 
like. In short, what he finds so intriguing (and important enough to describe to readers) is 
life in the imperceptible stirrings of its long-term changes, mutations and processes. The 
moment a mutation is discovered, the process has obviously come to its end, and no 
activity nor any physical cause can be discerned. 
"There is an unseen 
power, whose sphere is the cell 
and the electron. We never catch 
him at work, but can only say, 
coming suddenly upon an amendment, 
that here he has been...." 
('Adjustments' FRQ 29) 
" in everyday life 
it is the plain facts and natural 
happenings 
that conceal God and reveal him to us 
little by little under the mind's 
tooling." 
('Emerging* FRQ 41) 
What these poems are about is the super-mind that has the genius of creating and 
preserving the very processes and phenomena that so impress twentieth-century scientists. 
"The reason I have tried to write poems containing scientific images and 
which show some knowledge of the nature of science, is because, owing 
to the enormous part science and technology play in our lives, a divorce 
of poetry from them would be injurious to the development of poetry and 
would alienate people from it, as has already occurred to some degree. 
Science and technology are concerned with vital areas of man's concern, 
they are therefore taken seriously. So, still, is religion. " 
5.4 Creation is a manifestation of God 
So far it has been assumed that Nature/Creation is a reminder, a token, a symbol of God 
as its Creator, Deus Faber. Although 'Creation' has the wider meaning, which includes 
Man, the word will be used instead of 'Nature', in the sense of 'everything created', the 
world as it is perceived by the human senses. 
How does this 'manifestation' work? What is it in creatures that reminds the poet, any 
human observer, one way or the other, of the Creator? Several theories have been 
suggested: 
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1. the sacramental character of creation. The word 'sacrament' itself is of Christian 
origin. It is used for certain religious token-acts by which a special relationship with God 
is sought and achieved. The sacrament of Baptism, for instance, consists of an ablution 
with water, accompanied by a certain formula expressing an intention. It is believed to 
establish a special and personal bond between the individual and the God of the Bible, as 
represented by Jesus Christ. By the same token the individual is incorporated into the 
religious community of the Christian church. 
The word sacramental, used in reference to creation, can be used analogically to denote 
the beginning of any relationship, any form of contact with God. Nathan Scott uses the 
word for 'certain objects or actions or words or places belonging to the ordinary spheres 
of life (which) may convey to us a unique illumination of the whole mystery of our exis-
tence, because in these actions and realities (to use Otto's famous term) something "numi-
nous" is resident, something holy and gracious. M Vahanian speaks of "the sacramental 
power of creation". Scott, in another passage from the same article speaks of objects 
having "a sacramental significance", enabling man to contemplate their origin and his 
own. The reference to the holiness of creation is in line with Rudolf Otto and William 
Blake; of which later. 
2. Paul Tillich, too, speaks of the sacramental power of natural objects. He adds an 
important detail. "Any object or event is sacramental in which the transcendent is 
perceived to be present." " The object is then named as 'holy'. This holiness of natural 
objects is possible in so far as nature participates in the history of salvation. It is then 
liberated from the demonic and made capable of having sacramental value. It has to be 
recognized as such by faith. "There can be no sacramental object apart from the faith that 
grasps it." 
3. Martin Buber, in his study I and Thou, discusses the relationship man can have with 
'nature', the natural objects, as soon as they function as 'thou' over against the subject I. 
Although there is no contact on this level in the sense that an exchange of feelings can 
take place by way of speech, the realization that nature is 'thou' causes the transparency 
of what he calls 'the eternal Thou. * 
4. P.Leenhouwers *' sees all natural objects as the product of God's creative Word. The 
act of creation is presented as God speaking His Word. In the opening chapter of Genesis 
'And God said..' nine times introduces the appearance, the new presence of a fresh 
element of Creation. So everything that IS, has been called forth by 'a word of God', in a 
sense IS 'a word of God'. Everything that IS has something to tell. God's creative word is 
not meant here to be communication or contact, but Self-communication. Contact is es-
tablished as soon as someone says: 'Speak Lord, for Thy servant heareth' (1 Sam.3:9) 
Man listens, and recognizes the word spoken by God revealing God's creative intentions. 
Recognition of Creation's holy character, the reference to the Origin, the Creator, is only 
possible by the ear or eye of faith. Then the world and its objects become transparent. 
Faith is, in Tillich's description, an ecstatic transcending of reality. As such it recognizes 
the Ground-of-all-Being as transparent in all beings. The Creative Word is heard and 
recognized in all things. 
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5.5 The seeds of Godhead 
In all the ways discussed here the world opens itself up for R.S.Thomas as a manifold 
form of God's Self-revelation. The seeds of Godhead are recognized everywhere. The 
term 'Godhead' is never explained by R.S.Thomas, but from its usage in his works 
(godhead - god) it seems to be taken from the works of Meister Eckhart who first 
introduced this distinction, as Happold points out.42 Eckhart describes the distinction as: 
the Godhead is in the abiding potentiality, containing in Itself all distinctions as yet 
undeveloped. The Godhead cannot therefore be the object of worship or knowledge. It is 
Darkness and Formlessness. God, the Blessed Trinity, is 'evolved from', or 'flows out 
from' - it is hard to find an adequate phrase - the Godhead. This distinction is also found 
in R.S.Thomas's work: 'Godhead' in the sense of 'essentially divine nature', and 'God' in 
the existentially important sense of the Being in its relationship with all beings that have 
emanated from It and are sustained by It. 
Seeds of Godhead is no biblical term. It suggests something that is different from 'vestigia 
Dei', permanently visible traces of God's activity as a Creator, Deus Faber, by which he 
can be recognized. 'Seeds' denotes origins, beginnings of essentially actual, creative, 
divine interference, the effects of which the poet's mind can identify as 'action from a 
non-human source'. For that is his life's central effort: to discover and identify new 
effects and 'work in progress' that reveal to the careful and believing observer the 
Superior Intellect, the divine will and mind in action. Seeds of Godhead do not necessarily 
lead towards a 'person God' as presented by the New Testament. That step is too big and 
suggests too much undivine limitation. R.S.Thomas is rather explicit about this: 
"I do like Tillich's idea of the ground of Being; that God is not 'a' 
being. I rather suspect that so many christians - I mean we've been 
brought up on the Bible to believe that God is a being - that He is a 
person or a being - whereas the slightly more impersonal approach of 
Hindu thought , and Buddhist thought for that matter, does give me a 
feeling that this is more what I am after. If there is any contact with an 
eternal reality I don't want to limit that reality to personality. It's a bit 
like Wordsworth's fourteenth book of the 'Prelude' with his trip up 
Snowdon. It seemed to me a type of majestic intellect. This seems to me 
more what I am after. " 4 i 
Although since the Maes-yr-Onnen experience God is seen to be triumphantly present in 
Nature, R.S.Thomas realizes that nothing more concrete is revealed about His Essence, 
His Transcendence, His Being. Yet, by 'listening' continuously and patiently more is to 
be known and felt. 
5.5.1 Nature is a way of being spoken to by God 
"....I have no need 
to despair; as at 
some second Pentecost 
of a Gentile, I listen to the things 
round me; weeds, stones, instruments, 
the machine itself, all 
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speaking to me in the vernacular 
of the purpose of One who is. " 
('Suddenly' NPS 201) 
R.S.Thomas does not further specify what he means by 'vernacular'. Its literal meaning 
suggests that it is a natural and universal language that should be understood by every-
body; I think he wants to contrast it to the jargon of theology or the rhetoric of the pulpit. 
A 'purpose' should be recognized by all (vernacular) immediately as revealing the mind of 
a Maker. But there is also an experience of 'unity': the hearer, the one who is addressed 
by the things of creation, is also a proclaimer himself of the same truth, because he is 
himself 'one with creation', part of it. 
"...There is the long sigh 
from the shore, the wave clearing 
its throat to address us, requiring 
no answer than the due 
we give these things that share 
the world with us, that compose 
the world: an ever-renewed 
symphony to be listened to 
admiringly, even as we perform 
it on whatever instruments 
the generations put into our hands. " 
('Andante' EXP 61) 
Listening to what creation is telling not only means 'being spoken to', but includes the 
awareness that the listener himself was 'spoken into existence', created by a Word of 
Creative Being, Godhead sharing Itself. 
" There 
is nothing too ample 
for you to overflow, nothing 
so small that your workmanship 
is not revealed. I listen 
and it is you speaking...." 
(Alive' LAB 51) 
The senses have absolute priority in R.S.Thomas's everyday experiences. Experiencing 
Nature involves a kind of listening (listening to the music of Creation), but there is also a 
way of seeing, of looking. 
S.S.2 Nature is a way of seeing God's grandeur 
Looking at, seeing and recognizing is equally essential for R.S.Thomas to connect with 
reality. "You must wear your eyes out/ as others their knees" ('Sea-watching' LAB 64). 
All things, whether alive or lifeless, share presence and existence. They are recognized as 
'created', as a human being recognizes himself as finite and created, according to R.S. 
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Thomas. But unless he looks with the eye of the believer, he cannot recognize more than 
what Tillich calls 'the power of being in everything'. R.S.Thomas is aware of this. 
"Magnificence" is only seen by the eyes of faith, but the vision of existence as 'being-
sharing by BEING' is only the philosopher's. Everything has its 'dasein', but the eye of 
the faithful recognises 'the maker's hand'. That means that in the the religious poet's 
mind there is a 'you' at work, which takes us back to the relationship as described by 
Buber. His is no philosophical god, but a centre of love and attention, as He is described 
in the Bible. R.S.Thomas makes no secret of the fact that he is trying to recognise what 
he calls 'seeds of Godhead': 
"I have looked it in the face. 
I have seen land emptied of Godhead, 
The wind blowing cold and the rain falling; 
Men going forth on slow tractors 
To turn the earth with hate in their hearts, 
Leaving behind them the farm's drudge, 
Breeder of children who have said No! 
To the spirit's usual invitation. 
How am I better than all these, 
Who have only the will to believe God 
Bleeds in the soil, the unloved body 
Their wheels mangle? Sweeten that will 
With grace, life, lest I grow hard 
Like them but for the wrong reason." 
('Earth' TAR 46) 
Not always is God recognized in the earth; the men who drive the tractors are empty of 
faith and love; they treat the earth, God's earth, roughly and without reverence or 
affection. God in his earth is hurt by them and can therefore not be present. 
In 1972 R.S.Thomas stated in a newspaper interview: 
"What I am after is to demonstrate that man is spiritual. Even through 
the machine man is showing his divine nature (eft 'Suddenly'). I have 
been through life in rural Wales and rejoiced in earth, sea, manure. It 
could be seen as the primitive pagan approach, with man as just another 
creative ('created'?) part of life. I still rejoice in that, but unless I can 
see the seeds of Godhead, the light of the Spirit, I can no longer be satis-
fied." " 
It is clear that created things as such do not mean much to him, unless he can relate them, 
one way or another, to Him that made them, and whose Presence is felt. In a poem of 
1983 he wrote about his saddening feeling that God refused to allow him to approach 
Him. The first half of the poem is relevant and worth quoting here: 
"We began by being very close. 
Moving nearer I found 
he was further off, presence 
being replaced by shadow; 
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the nearer the light, the larger 
the shadow. Imagine the torment 
of the discovery that it was growing 
small. Is there a leak somewhere 
in the mind that would comprehend 
him? Not even to be able to say, 
pointing: Here Godhead was spilled. 
('Approaches' EXP 55) 
There is a sadness of tone here that is only matched by the size of the poet's desire to 
meet the object of his love and admiration, the God he had known from his youth, and 
whom he has learned to admire rather than love. Spiritual darkness means to him that not 
even the eye recognizes the traces of God's Presence and activity. 
Still another question takes shape when he muses walking through a wood, his favourite 
pastime. This time the revelation is about himself, not the Creator. In the poem he 
realizes that the birds in the wood do not see him as a tree, they will not alight on him, 
they do not feel at ease with him, and leave him alone, because they know what he is not: 
" and were gone, 
leaving me to reflect on the answer 
to a question I had not asked. 
'A repetition in time of the eternal 
I AM. Say it. Don't be shy. 
Escape from your mortal cage 
in thought " 
('A Thicket in Lleyn' EXP 45) 
One can only guess that the question was (if the birds tell him what he is not) :' Who am 
I?" His own answer: A being analogous to BEING who can eternally - that is out of time -
say: I AM, the analogy that Macquarrie speaks of and that Tillich presupposes. The 
biblical JHWH, the Tetragrammaton, the 'Name', is quoted to find a way of expressing 
how he thinks his own 'being' can be explained. For him the created world is full of sig-
nals from an ever-present Reality. He admits that it is why he has chosen to live in the 
country, because 
'..not only from the auditory point of view but from the visual point of 
view one has been blessed with these sudden glimpses of eternity...the 
glimpses of this eternal ultimate reality which one gets in Wales when 
the sun suddenly strikes through a gap in the clouds and falls on some 
small field and the trees around. There is a kind of timeless quality about 
this, one feels. Well, this is eternity, if one could only lay hold on it." 
And then he quotes his own poem 'The Bright Field': 
"I have seen the sun break through 
to illuminate a small field 
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for a while, and gone my way 
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl 
of great price, the one Field that had 
the treasure in it. I realize now 
that I must give all that I have 
to possess it " 
(LAB 60) 
His own conclusion: this is about eternity, if one could only get hold of it. 
5.6 The beautiful and the holy 
More and more R.S.Thomas believes it is God who reveals His existence to him in the 
natural phenomena, although the eye must adapt itself in order not to look at things, but 
through things. He believes that God adapts Himself to the subject to whom He reveals 
himself.(cfr 'Mediations'LAB 17) 
"It was a cardinal doctrine of Aquinas that God reveals himself in 
accordance with with the mind's ability to receive him...To one person 
God may reveal himself as a loving shepherd leading to green pastures; 
to another as a consuming fire. I must end this talk, surely, by telling 
you how he has revealed himself to me, if that is the right way to 
describe the knowledge - half hope, half intuition - by which I live. " " 
Then, most significantly, he quotes William Blake with whose religious view of the 
physical world he identifies. Blake when asked the question: "When the sun rises, do you 
not see a round disc of fire somewhat like a guinea?" answers: " O, no, no, I see an 
innumerable company of the heavenly host crying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Al-
mighty. I question not my corporeal or vegetative eye any more than I would question a 
window concerning sight. I look through it and not with it." 4T The very same text is 
again quoted by R.S.Thomas in his famous 'Abercuawg' address after introducing it with 
his personal comment: "It is not merely the mind nor yet the senses which bring reality 
before us, but some other faculty which is both higher and older than these, and which 
brings it before us sub specie aetemitatis, as Spinoza terms it. " ** God, eternity, are not 
merely recognized with the senses because the created world can be said to be 'beautiful'. 
Beautiful is a word that is rarely used by Blake; it is his statement that 'everything that 
lives is holy', i.e. shares its being with the Creator ('I am'). This idea prompted this line 
in his poem 'The Moon in Lleyn'(LAB 30): "These very seas/ are baptized.." This is 
precisely what makes the sacramental character, the 'holiness' of the visible world. *9 
Holiness, according to Rudolf Otto, denotes not only 'moral goodness'in human beha-
viour, but in its fundamental meaning a non-rational concept of 'numinous' experience: a 
feeling of nothingness on the part of the finite being over against a feeling of an over-
whelming Presence of Being-tout-court, Being itself. In this sense both Blake and 
R.S.Thomas experience the 'holiness' of created things. The perception of their physical 
appearance and existence is immediately extended and develops into an understanding of 
the presence of the Being they share, represent and express. Thomas states that the earth 
is an organic and holy unity because God is present in it: "If we look at it in this way, it 
is easy to see the Earth as an extension of God himself, as a great organism in which 
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everything co-operates for the good of the whole.." x Rudolf Otto describes this type of 
perception as a non-rational, preconceptual manner of cognition, a 'sensus numinis'. 31 
It is at this point that R.S.Thomas's problems with God always begin, because he wants to 
intensify the contact with the Creator, with the Being radiating being. His own 'need for 
revelation' has only been deepened. What he rejects is the idea of deism, understood as 
the belief in a God who once made the world, and then left it to run by itself, like a self-
correcting machine, a pioneer of negative feed-back. 
"Of course, this accords with certain mechanistic theories of a certain 
kind of scientist. But it does no justice to the experience of many artists 
and religious that the Earth is alive." " 
Here we see the confrontation of, on the one hand, R.S.Thomas the believer, the prea-
cher, the man soaked in the biblical idea of God as the father and creator; on the other, 
R.S.Thomas the thinker growing ever more aware that the God of theism can no longer 
be expected to be available, and to a great many contemporaries is so no longer. 
The poet realizes again and again at this point in his quest for God that this way of 
recognizing the Creator in Creation, this 'via afñrmativa', has its limits. Reason alone 
cannot comprehend nor grasp total and ultimate reality. Knowledge collected in this way 
will not get him very far. Scientific experiments may reveal creative processes and 
changes, which point in a certain direction. They may even cause a kind of personal rela-
tionship ('you') with creation, in the Buber manner, as a further step towards a relation-
ship with the Creator, but he soon discovers 
"I have come to the borders 
of the understanding. Instruct 
me, God, whether to press 
onward, or to draw back..." 
It is a surprise to hear the poet pray. God is addressed and asked for help now that the 
poet finds himself facing, and fearing, an uncertain but unavoidable point of no return. 
For all his knowledge of nature he confesses his ineptitude. The 'vestigia Dei', God's 
traces, including the Seeds of Godhead, help some way, but not all the way. 
"...I need a technique 
other than that of physics 
for registering the ubiquity 
of your presence...." 
It is a prayer in the vein of "Lord, I believe, but help Thou mine unbelief" (Marc.9:24). 
The poet sounds quite convinced that there should be other ways - unknown to him and 
beyond him - towards closer contact with God. The next stage will be an venture into the 
unknown like walking on water. He puts his dilemma before God, and asks for guidance: 
either to draw back and be left dissatisfied for the rest of his life, or to press on, but then 
enter the darkness "..the ferocities you inhabit". ('Gradual' NPS 178) The impression is 
unavoidable that Thomas himself does not want to part with the biblical God of revelation, 
although he realizes that He is not the 'super-naturalist' (Tillich's term) God who disposes 
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everything and is at beck and call to anybody who wants Him. Thomas admires (loves?) 
bis God, the source of all holiness he praised and admired at Maes-yr-Onnen. He does not 
want to lose him. But the haunting question remains: How to get any nearer? R.S.Tho­
mas's growing disillusion and even irritation with the 'escaping' transcendent God will be 
the subject of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
GOD'S DISAPPOINTMENT WITH MAN 
R.S. THOMAS'S MYTHOPOEIC POETRY 
6.1 A new type of religious poem 
In 1972 R.S.Thomas published his ninth volume of poetry under the curious title H'M.1 
The book was published a few years after he had moved to Aberdaron. It marks a new 
phase in the poet's work for the surprising way God is represented. This can best be 
illustrated by gleaning a few, mostly opening lines: 
"God looked at space and I appeared, 
Rubbing my eyes at what I saw. 
The earth smoked, no birds sang; 
There were no footprints on the beaches 
Of the hot sea, no creatures in it. 
God spoke " ('Once' H'M 1) 
"What is this? said God. The obstinacy 
of its refusal to answer 
Enraged him. He struck it 
Those great blows it resounds 
With still " ('Echoes' H'M 4) 
God woke, but the nightmare 
did not recede. Word by word 
the tower of speech grew. 
He looked at it from the air 
he reclined on. One word more and 
it would be on a level 
with him 
('The Gap' FRQ 7) 
There are a good many poems of this kind, ten in H'M, five in LAB, two in FRQ and 
two in CNT. God is presented as 1. enjoying creating the world; 2. finding fault with it: 
He is angry, disillusioned and regretting his creation of the world. 3. reacting in a bitter 
and revengeful way. God 'secreted a tear *, 'laughs', 'speaks', 'is surprised'; in short, He 
has all the anthropomorphic features one finds in mythical literature. 2 Mythology was the 
earliest literary form to find verbal expression for a divine reality. Rudolf Bultmann, 
however, has shown that the mythical way of speaking about God is no longer acceptable 
to modern man, indeed, to modern Christians. The mythical mode as such has become a 
thing of the past. It was therefore all the more surprising that R.S.Thomas, in this new 
volume H'M, and in a few later volumes to a lesser extent, re-introduced an apparently 
obsolete, almost anachronistic manner of speaking about God. Peter Abbs, in his essay 
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'The Revival of the Mythopoeic Imagination, a Study of R.S. Thomas and Ted Hughes' 3 
was the first critic to use the description mythopoeic poetry for such poems in R.S. 
Thomas's work. The word is used here as in 'the mythopoeic stage of human culture' 
meaning: creating or tending to create myths. R.S.Thomas himself uses the word once in 
Probings (p.45) where he discusses the person of Jesus: "At times his divinity, in its 
unique sense, seems to me the product of the mythopoeic imagination." Apart from the 
introduction of this new type of religious poem, the volume H'M marks a new period in 
two other aspects as well: 
1. the themes of Wales and its fanning population abruptly disappear from the poetry, 
(but not from his occasional prose and public activities); 
2. questions concerning his own relationship to God are coming more and more to the 
fore. 
The central theme of this mythopoeic poetry is the 'imagined' relationship between God 
and his created image. The Christian language of speaking about God is the biblical one. 
The biblical form of speaking is the mythical one, i.e. the form of story-telling about the 
One True God in His dealings with Mankind. Since this form is not meant to have a 'lite-
ral' of 'historical' meaning there is, according to Northrop Frye an intimate and inevitable 
relation between mythology and poetry. 4 If this chapter deals with mythical poetry, the 
question must be asked why the poet is interested in choosing myth as a form to speak 
about God, to compose stories describing His actions, words, feelings, thoughts in terms 
of human equivalents. It is the very awareness of this anthropomorphic way of speaking 
about God that has eroded modem man's belief in a divine reality. Churches find that 
their messages in the mythical mode become less and less intelligible. Their commu-
nications can no longer be correctly interpreted by modem readers and hearers. The chur-
ches' own internal language of communication, still full of mythical idiom, is unsuitable 
for general circulation in a secularized environment. 
It has been Bultmann's scholarly aim and merit to have 'de-mythologized' the language 
we use when speaking about God. Instead, he developed and defended the idea of re-
interpretation of all traditional (mythical and semi-mythical) language about God in a new 
way "which is intelligible (says Macquarrie) precisely because it does not stray from the 
familiar territory of our own human existence and experience."' 
'De-mythologizing' can be defined as the scientific method of revealing the kernel of 
central truth inside the literary shell of the mythological anecdote, with the help of 
modem anthropological and psychological data. It is generally accepted - even in official 
church teaching - that the Christian Bible is first and foremost a collection of books 
containing God's Self-revelation. It must never be read as a reference book in any branch 
of science for the very reason of its mythical language. 6 
This chapter intends, among other things, to prove that although he turned quite delibe-
rately to the genre, it was not R.S.Thomas's intention to create a 'new mythology', or 
introduce a new format for the God-poetry. In my view it was his intention to use the 
existing (and apparently obsolete) mythical stories of the creation of the universe and Man 
(Gen. 1-3) for a specific and limited purpose: to prepare the way for a new type of poetry 
for a new idea of God. 
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6.2 Critical reactions to R. S. Thomas's mythopoeic poems 
This surprising detour has been recognized and described by all critics. Phillips calls it 'a 
major step forward in R.S.Thomas's pilgrimage' 7 ; A.E.Dyson writes : "If we had 
Thomas's poetry to this point alone, he would still rank among the truly important 
modems. But it is the three volumes of the 1970s (H'M appeared in 1972) which take him 
into a still rarer class of excellence." ' Ward writes that:"..this is to be a period of poet­
ic production very different from both the earlier ones. This period is clearly demarcated 
from the one before and H'M is a new start....the questioning is different. R.S.Thomas 
still asks questions, but chooses an identity about which and of which to ask them. This 
identity is God. " * 
Quite a few critics showed surprise and some had reservations at the unexpected change of 
poetic mode and tone shown by R.S.Thomas in H'M. Peter Abbs spoke of it as a new and 
modern trend, a new poetic style.10 The break between the preceding volumes and H'M 
is obvious to every critical reader, but Abbs is the only critic ω note a diminishing poetic 
strength compared to the volumes preceding this one. His theory is that R.S.Thomas had 
been aware of this himself. He was in need of a new inspiration and a new style to regain 
his former strength. Abbs states that R.S.Thomas felt inspired after reading Ted Hughes's 
volume Crow, which was also published in 1972. " Although the critic Jeremy Hooker 
had already suggested so three years earlier 12, Abbs gives him no credit for it. Other 
critics did no more than echo this view, without any substantiation of their own or even 
naming their sources. "What is happening is that R.S.Thomas has turned away from the 
real landscape near him, and attempts to render or evoke God in a mythical mode, though 
with a twentieth-century orientation, " is - in the vaguest of words - almost all that Ward 
has to say. 1J But he has no idea why the poet made this turn, nor does he make any 
effort to find out. 
Phillips, however, goes to greater lengths to discover the reason for the change-over to a 
new poetic style. " In a way that suits a philosopher of religion he discusses 'the god of 
theodicies' and the way He is represented in the mythical poems. It is his view that 
R.S.Thomas does not deal with God but with the problem of evil and suffering in the 
world, while posing the question who should be held responsible for causing and solving 
it. He concludes that neither 'the image of an omnipotent God' nor the 'image of a loving 
God' can solve it. So Phillips correctly concludes that it is the poet's intention to take 
leave of the 'omnipotent' who is said to be at the controls of creation. In other words, the 
theistic God had to disappear from the poetry. Phillips may have been on to the true 
reason why Hughes's Crow appealed so much, but not quite. Yet I agree with his opinion 
that "Slowly but surely R.S.Thomas asks us to reflect on a God very different from the 
omnipotent sovereign, bestowed with power to do what he chooses." " 
Colin Meir in his contribution on R.S.Thomas in British Poetry since 1970 goes into the 
comparison between Hughes and Thomas in far greater detail than any of the critics men­
tioned before. There are, in his view, the obvious parallels of vocabulary, of imagery, of 
strong phrases (characteristic of all Hughes's poetry, but certainly out of character for the 
later R.S.Thomas, I think). The mythical world is found in both, so is the evocative style. 
Meir constantly uses the neutral word 'parallels', never mentions 'influence' either way. 
Meir makes his point very convincingly. The differences between the two are summed up 
in his words: 
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"After LAB Thomas drops the features which temporarily identify him 
with Hughes. One of the many distinctions between the two poets over 
the period from 1970 to 1975 is that while the tatter's mythologizing 
relies on rhetorical tricks which soon become boring,..Thomas constantly 
refers to the topography of a Christian imagination. And although he 
fails to create a new myth out of 'the machine', he revitalizes the old one 
by his insistence on the enormous gaps in man's understanding of 
spiritual reality." 16 
And yet, it remains a remarkable coincidence that both Crow and H'M were published in 
the same year, and less than twelve months apart. In view of the period of time needed to 
prepare a manuscript for publication, and considering the fact that no fewer than four 
years had elapsed since R.S.Thomas's previous volume FLW (1968) had been published, 
during which a good many of the poems for the new volume must have been written, one 
wonders if the connection, the influence can have been that strong, if there at all, in the 
first place. When questioned in the 1972 Wilson interview about any awareness on his part 
of being influenced by Ted Hughes, R.S. Thomas conceded "..a connection of themes, a 
concern for God and nature, a similarity of despair, terror and cruelty in their vision of 
God.." 17, but not a word about his sudden and surprising adoption of the mythical 
mode. This point of view perfectly tallies with Meir's opinion. However, in the 1983 
Lethbridge interview, R.S. Thomas was asked the same question once again: was he, or 
was he not, influenced by Crow"! His answer was clear but, again, not straightforward: 
"No, I may have seen a poem by Ted Hughes in The Listener, he 
published one or two poems from Crow I think in The Listener long 
before Crow came out, and whether one or two of those poems touched 
me off, I don't know. I'd certainly written a lot of H'M before I read, 
or before Crow came out In any case there is nothing wrong with 
this influence. There are people who think they are so clever if they can 
discover "Oh look, he's influenced by so and so. " There's nothing wrong 
with influence. The whole history of life is the history of influence. 
Some people seem incapable of distinguishing between plagiarism, in-
fluence and derivation. They are very separate things. You know, sort of 
the Cardinal Sin in the art world is plagiarism. If you are actually going 
to plagiarize you're not a creative person, it seems to me. But I would 
certainly say that Ted Hughes set me off on a new line." 
Jeremy Hooker set the ball rolling, Ward, Phillips, Abbs and Wilson repeated it. But only 
Abbs and Meir went into the matter deeply enough. It can be safely assumed that it was 
the early publication of some Crow poems that proved a strong stimulant and provided 
R.S.Thomas with a new poetic tool that suited his poetic purpose of that moment well. 
6.3 Use and meaning of mythical language 
Macquarrie, in his God-Talk ", describes the main characteristics of mythical language, 
which he calls the matrix out of which the various forms of religious language have 
arisen.Some general and striking features of mythical language are: it is dramatic: it tells 
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a story or anecdote; in Tillich's words: they are 'stones of the gods'. They are always 
about supernatural agencies. As all stones myths are evocative: the connotations of words 
are more important than their denotations, or literal meanings. Many myths are a-logical: 
they do not follow the rational sequence of cause and effect; but they are not to be con­
sidered 'absurd' or 'fantastic'. Myths are remote, both in time and space; myths are never 
synchronic and contemporary. Myths are part of a community experience; more often than 
not certain patterns are formed out of the stories that are told and passed on through the 
generations within their own cultural contexts. Biblical stories, containing a great deal of 
essential Self-revelation of the God of the Covenant, offer plenty of examples and il­
lustrations of those characteristics. 
The mythopoeic poems in H'M and LAB have as their subject: R.S.Thomas's serious 
questions concerning not only God in His creating activities and Creation as the mirror in 
which God recognizes and adores Himself, but also Man both as His final achievement 
and loving 'likeness', and as His immediate antagonist and utter disappointment. 
The critic Brian Morris Μ describes R.S.Thomas's intention to create a portrait of a God 
that eludes him. R.S.Thomas's 'relentless pursuit of his vanishing God' seems to have 
liberated his imagination. Not a word here about Hughes and his work. The God of 
Thomas's myths shows the poet's concern with what kind of God could be responsible for 
the universe as humanity experiences it. He calls these poems 'anthropomorphic projec­
tions' which serve as attempts to provide solutions to the theodicy problem: is God to be 
held responsible for the misery in the world? Morris approves of the strong coherence he 
discovers in the myths: 
"What is so impressive is the cohesion and growth of an image pattern 
like this through a series of poems in three separate volumes published 
over a period of six years. Such a development is an index of seriousness 
and poetic integrity. " 
The book of Genesis is the principal source. Such descriptions of God, man and creation 
can only be conceived in a mythical type of language that admits, tolerates, indeed 
absorbs the illogicalities of the stories as a 'natural' element. 
6.4 The subject matter of the mythopoeic poems 
From R.S.Thomas's mythopoeic poems themselves it is clear that their main aim is a 
subjective interpretation, not only of the creation of the world itself by God, but also of 
what are described as God's 'frustrations' about the subsequent failures caused by the 
human creatures' own craving for independence. Not 'the sin of the first man, but the 
first sin of man', as R.S.Thomas puts it. 2I It is the biblical idea of original sin: Man's 
first disobedience; according to Milton: 'the mortal sin original'.22 Something has gone 
wrong from the very first moment. 
The general setting of these poems is the day of creation, its very first 'day', as it was 
felt to be in Maes-yr-Onnen. The book of Genesis is the source of, and background to the 
stories, but the interpretative slant in the poems is the poet's. The poems are not descrip­
tions, repetitions or paraphrases of the original stories, but the poet's interpretation of 
them against the background of his own experience. Creation itself - as was revealed in 
the Maes-yr-Onnen experience - was a triumph for God in the eyes of his priest: Creation 
in its essential being (Tillich). In the new myth God's plan is thwarted as soon as the 
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'likeness of God' appears: the transition from essential to existential being. Although 
Phillips maintains that the poems deal with the problem of evil and suffering rather than 
with God, one cannot deny that modern man's problems with his faith in God concentrate 
on that very paradox: the stark contrast of the loving God and human suffering. It is this 
apparent anomaly, baffling the believer and putting off the unbeliever, that requires an 
answer. It seems to me the poet's intention to bring this problem to a head. The mytholo-
gical God is shown to have such anthropomorphic emotions and reactions - only found 
among the ancient Greek, Roman and Germanic gods - that He becomes quite inconcei-
vable and unacceptable to a twentieth-century critical and independent human being. The 
general message of R.S.Thomas's mythical poems can perhaps best be illustrated by a key 
poem containing all the elements discussed here. Out of a handful of very telling poems I 
have chosen 'Other' from H'M 36. 
6.5 A key poem 
"It was perfect. He could do 
Nothing about it. Its waters 
Were as clear as his own eye. The grass 
Was his breath. The mystery 
Of the dark earth was what went on 
In himself. He loved and 
Hated it with a parent's 
Conceit, admiring his own 
Work, resenting its 
Independence. There were trysts 
In the greenwood at which 
He was not welcome. Youths and girls, 
Fondling the pages of 
A strange book, awakened 
His envy. The mind achieved 
What the heart could not. He began planning 
The destruction of the long peace 
Of the place. The machine appeared 
In the distance, singing to itself 
Of money. Its song was the web 
They were caught in, men and women 
Together. The villages were as flies 
To be sucked empty. 
God secreted 
A tear. Enough, enough, 
He commanded, but the machine 
Looked at him and went on singing. 
The core of the poem is an almost literal paraphrase of Gen. 6:1-7. It is the passage 
immediately preceding the story of Noah and the Great Flood. 'Other'is the penultimate 
poem in H'M, and the last of the mythopoeic H'M poems. It opens with a brief picture of 
creation's perfection, an outline of its essence: all was as perfect as God himself, the 
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earth's water has the clarity of God's eyes: creation reflects God's own perfection. To-
wards the end of the poem God's eye will shed a tear at creation's flaw as a token of His 
personal grief. God is satisfied, however, with his work which is "..in Our image, after 
Our likeness.." (Gen. 1:26). R.S.Thomas says that God worships himself in the beauty of 
his Creation. Man is introduced by the word 'parent' in line 6. A parent's 'conceit' is the 
idea that a parent should know best what is good for the child, but children's lives 
develop along unexpected and surprising lines, and most parents know the experience of 
disappointment, when their own ideals are frustrated. God's ideal is frustrated, too, by 
Man's independent ways. For Man was given created freedom to deliberate, to decide and 
to act. It is a source of resentment and hatred in God: very strong words for very strong 
feelings. God is said to have more bad feelings: scenes of love-making among boys and 
girls, "fondling the pages of a strange book", from which he is excluded, make Him en-
vious and jealous. His creation of mankind was meant to introduce 'love', reciprocal love, 
into the animal and vegetable world, a love directed towards Himself. God's creation was 
meant as company. God made the world in order to be loved. God feels humiliated and 
frustrated by what he considers to be his unrequited love for mankind. Although his 
parent's 'heart' would not dream of destroying the object of his love, his Creator's will 
wants to erase this failure. To crown it all this God is also filled with spite, and revenge-
ful. The 'machine', the whole of creation, the mirror of his perfection, seems to have 
abused its given independence, it can only sing of material wealth, it seems not to 
recognize its Creator anymore. Men and women have long since surrendered their love to 
all the pleasures creation and earth have on offer. They like the song about money, and 
side with 'the machine', the material perfection-without-love. God is said to secrete a tear; 
He is no Zeus hurling shafts of lightning towards unruly humans. He weeps, the clear 
water from his eye becomes, perhaps, the Great Flood which was meant as a punishment: 
Death by water.23 The story's end is in the poet's imagination: the machine takes 
advantage of its independence. It stares at God without any sign of recognition, let alone 
love. It is symbolic of Man's Fall. 
The conclusion could very well be that God has only himself to 'blame'. Mankind and the 
rest of creation only do what they were made to do. The picture of God is abhorrent: He 
possesses all the ugly character features found in human beings. He does not even think 
properly before he undertakes creation, otherwise He would not have taken the risk of 
mankind's disappointing behaviour. For only he who is the image of God has the power 
of separating himself from God.24 Creation is an utter failure; God's mythical character 
is horrifying. 
6.6 The idea of the 'machine ' as a possible key to the mythopoeic poems 
Although R.S.Thomas has his own view of how and why God created this world, his 
mythopoeic poems are no description of that. The word 'machine' is used seventeen times 
in H'M and LAB, and a few more times in much later volumes like CNT and MHT. It is 
my view mat the word has the general objective meaning of 'the created world without an 
inspiring human presence'. It is an image taken from God's own description of His work: 
"He...stepped back;/it was perfect, a self-regulating machine/ of blood 
and faeces..." ('Rough' LAB 36). 
"It was perfect. He could do /Nothing about it. Its waters /were as clear 
as his own eyes. The grass /was his breath..." ('Other' H'M 36) 
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The word 'machine', therefore, is used as a synonym for the created world, the product 
of the first five days of Genesis 1. Although creation looks like a perfect system, and 
speaks of the master-builder's hand and of 'a superior intellect', it remains a thing, a 
mechanical entity of 'cogwheels, camshafts and pistons' M. Although Creation has no 
soul, it is a self-supporting, fully programmed system. But since there is no love God 
cannot even recognize any trace of Himself in His own work: 
" God 
looking into a dry chalice, 
felt the cold touch of the machine 
on His hand, leading Him 
to a steel altar. "Where are you?" 
he called, seeking himself among 
the dumb cogs and tireless camshafts. " 
('God's Story' LAB 7) 
The dry chalice is the token of an unrequited love. The machine itself, beautiful as it may 
be, remains an unfeeling thing without any sign of affection and warmth. The form of 
religion it tries to practise is on an altar of steel, functional but unemotional. In mythical 
terms God is said to be rather satisfied with the work itself, but he feels that something 
essential is lacking: He has no place in it Himself. "Where are you?" (the inversion of 
Gen 3:9 where God calls Adam after the fall) here means: God is looking for Himself, for 
He should be inside His own creation, as a poet is in his poem. But something else is 
missing first. 
"And having built it 
I set about furnishing it 
To my taste: first moss, then grass 
Annually renewed, and animals 
To divert me: faces stared in 
From the wild. I thought up the flowers 
Then birds 
quickly the earth 
Teemed. Yet still an absence 
Disturbed me. 
('Making' H'M 17) 
Creation itself is said to be aware of this absence , too: 
"...and at once 
There were trees with birds 
Singing, and through the trees 
Animals wandered, drinking 
Their own scent, conceding 
An absence " 
('Echoes' H'M 4) 
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This God wants more than a perfect system, more than a machine, He wants reciprocal 
love to be there, something 'in His own image'. God wants His relationship with creation 
to be personal. In theological terms one would conclude that R.S.Thomas rejects 'deism', 
understood by himself "as the belief in a God who once made the world, and then left it 
to run by itself, like a self-correcting machine, a pioneer of negative feedback." M The 
machine itself is 'deism symbolized'. Although in creation God adores himself, He wants 
to be loved in return for the gift of existence. 
" I slept and dreamed 
Of a likeness, fashioning it, 
When I woke, to a slow 
Music; in love with it 
For itself, giving it freedom 
To love Me; risking the disappointment." 
('Making' H'M 17) 
" One thing was missing: 
He skimmed off a faint reflection of himself 
In sea-water, breathed air into it, 
and set the red corpuscles whirling..." 
('Rough' LAB 36) 
The machine is not enough. Adam remembers how he and Eve begin their lives as earthly 
people: Adam addresses Eve: 
"...and in the late morning 
you, rising towards me out of the depths 
Of myself. I took your hand, 
Remembering you, and together, 
Confederates of the natural day, 
We went forth to meet the Machine." 
('Once' H'M 1) 
Adam has understood what their duty is: to be stewards and custodians of creation, to give 
names to animals and plants, and to introduce love as the human inspiration. So they 
approach the machine without any fear, in what Tillich calls the 'state of dreaming 
innocence'. 2T Creation as such is no threat at all to them. It might even be said to stand 
for beauty and perfection. Man, however, meets with his first temptation: be wants to 
equal God, he wants to be the master of Creation, too: God's equal, for he is God's 
image. God's worst fears and forebodings turn real: Man had to be given the freedom to 
love Him, but he does not. God's mythical disappointment will be eternal. 
Almost at once God regrets what He did, for He realizes that his 'loving likeness' has the 
potential to stand up against Him, indeed, to ignore Him. He has no one to blame but 
Himself. If Man does not love Him, the machine of creation remains a cold unloving 
system, indeed, Man, Adam, is going to be part of it, instead of its soul. R.S.Thomas's 
mythological God is disappointed. He wants His revenge. The picture of God-after-the-
Fall is one of a rejectable theistic model: he wants human sacrifices, He wants to wipe 
mankind off the face of the earth: 
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"And God thought: Pray away, 
Creatures. I'm going to destroy 
It. The mistake's mine, 
If you like. I have blundered 
Before; the glaciers erased 
My еітог." 
('Soliloquy' H'M 30) 
So it is not only the 'deistic' God, the creator of the machine, (a 'programmed' being one 
would call it nowadays) that is rejected. A 'theistic' God who controls Man's life from 
beginning to end is also presented as an absurd idea and has to be abandoned just as well. 
The personal God is presented as a cruel God, in his most un-divine reactions. As soon as 
it is clear that he is not satisfied with what he has made as his 'likeness', he shows 
himself to be vindictive. The human beings he has brought to existence are punished and 
humiliated by an angry God who imposes 'religion' upon them (see chapter Four where 
the same poem was quoted). This is described as a system of painful, stupid and even 
bloody rituals, a 'religion' of forced performances: 
"And God said, I will build a church here 
And cause this people to worship me, 
And afflict them with poverty and sickness 
In return for centuries of hard work 
And patience. And its walls shall be as hard as 
Their hearts, and its windows let in the light 
Grudgingly, as their minds do, and the priest's 
words be drowned 
By the wind's caterwauling. All this will 1 do, 
Said God, and watch the bitterness in their eyes 
Grow, and their lips suppurate with 
Their prayers. And their women shall bring forth 
On my altars, and I will choose the best 
Of them to be thrown back into the sea. 
And that was only on one island. " 
('The Island' H'M 20) 
God has turned into the declared enemy of mankind and the world, and his punishment 
for them is 'religion' as an instrument of humiliation. This God requires absolute 
submission: the created world does not answer him, but continues to follow its own 
nature, machine-like. God hurts it but it restores itself and continues. As soon as human 
beings have been created, they start practising their 'religion': 
"What is this? said God. The obstinacy 
Of its refusal to answer 
Enraged him. he struck it 
Those great blows it resounds 
With still 
Where are you? 
He called, and riding the echo 
по 
The shapes came, slender 
As trees, but with white hands, 
Curious to build. On the altars 
They made him the red blood 
Told what he wished to hear. 
('Echoes' H'M 4) 
The harshness of God's attitude towards man is described in bitter terms. God shows 
nothing but contempt for what human beings do and say. The church building in its 
harshness is nothing but the symbol of human submission and humiliation. 
" he began planning 
The destruction of the long peace 
Of the place God secreted 
A tear. Enough, enough, 
He commanded, but the machine 
Looked at him and went on singing." 
('Other· H'M p. 36) 
God and his creation have, it seems, gone separate ways. They cannot live in peace 
together. Man hates the feeling of dependence. God cannot undo his creation: they are too 
close for comfort. They look like the proverbial swimmers clinging to each other to keep 
afloat. 
6.7 Conclusion 
It must be concluded that it was not the poet's intention to create a new body of mythical 
'knowledge'. He uses familiar elements of the biblical stories, the Christian 'topography', 
as Abbs calls it. These poems are not just a re-writing in poetry of the Genesis 1-3 
stories. They all have a strongly personal bias which can only be understood as the poet's 
own interpretation of those stories in the light of his private experience. There is nothing 
exceptional about this; it is the normal way poetic inspiration works. Separate elements of 
the original stories are put in a different order, roles are reversed, sometimes leading to an 
absurd effect. Against the backdrop of paradise 'Eden' quickly changes into the imperso­
nal world of the machine. Thomas offers a picture of the theistic God in its blackest and 
most despicable consequence. Man suffers for no particular reason, and he is set upon by 
a vindictive God who simply cannot accept that His creation is a part failure. He is a cari­
cature of the Great Disciplinarian in the sky, who can be held responsible for the senseless 
and arbitrary afflictions that befall human beings. These were and perhaps still are the 
riddles that people cannot solve. Not only are people punished for the sins they have 
committed (by identifying with the machine, for instance), but they are punished for 
things they did not do. In other words, the picture of the theistic creator, is utterly reject-
able. 
R.S.Thomas's intentions are clear: he wants to do away for ever with the theistic God, 
who simply cannot be the way people traditionally believe he is. God is not involved in 
human affairs the way Genesis describes it. Mythology is destroyed by absurd mythology. 
God cannot be conceived as a God of fear and trepidation. He cannot be the same Being 
the poet recognizes in the beauty of Nature. That was a fine beginning; it confirmed his 
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idealist picture of the loving Father he knew, or thought he did, from the message of the 
New Testament. No one will recognize Jesus' Father in the mythical God-poems of this 
period. So what function do these poems have in the spiritual and poetic development of 
R.S.Thomas's life? 
a. In my view they fulfill the important role in the poet's spiritual development of 
destroying the real myths that still, in practice, underlie the church's (his own?) practical 
faith and preaching. R.S.Thomas offers himself and his readers a stark caricature. The 
purpose of all this is to arrive at a faith in God that can be understood in twentieth-
century existentialist terms. 
b. Not only the theistic God has to be taken leave of, but also 'religion' in the traditional 
sense, so dependent on theistic views. It is the only logical conclusion, already clear in 
chapter Four. Vergote states that both the idea of sin and the corresponding ideas of 
forgiveness and redemption have been lost, because the image of the divine law-giver, the 
avenger, is no longer accepted. M This feeling is the underlying concept when R.S. 
Thomas's religious poems in general, and his mythopoeic poems in particular are viewed 
and analysed. The key poem for both the old and the new view of 'religion' is 'The Moon 
in Lleyn', (already quoted in chapter Four) of which I quote only the few lines that are 
directly pertinent here: 
" Justas though 
choirs had not sung, shells 
have swallowed them; the tide laps 
at the Bible; the bell fetches 
no people to the brittle miracle 
of the bread. The sand is waiting 
for the running back of the grains 
in the wall into its blond 
glass. Religion is over, and 
what will emerge from the body 
of the new moon, no one 
can say " 
(LAB 30) 
R.S.Thomas, while writing these things in the seventies had, of course, become aware of 
the fundamental changes that had taken place in protestant theology, especially since 
Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, and particularly intensified by the culture shock of World War 
II. Religion in its traditional meaning has changed, together with, and owing to, the 
changing views of God and his Presence. This radical theology, as it is now known, was 
introduced and set in motion after WWII by the writings of the German theologian 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, executed in 1945 as an opponent of Nazism. M There is no doubt 
that the horrors of the Nazi period brought about this radical change of mind. A loving 
Father-God, including the offended Father-God, had lost all probability. It was Bonhoef-
fer's view that, since one could not possibly blame the misery and the Holocaust on God, 
theism had lost its probability for ever. One had better stop thinking about Him in human 
terms altogether: Bonhoeffer defended a religion-without-God. The only presence of God 
he could discover was in his suffering fellow-men; both God and man know their Crosses. 
R.S.Thomas feels the same way and calls it 'the contemporaneity of the Cross. 
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"I feel sometimes 
we are His penance 
for having made us. He 
suffers in us and we partake 
of His suffering...' 
('Covenant' BHN 82) 
To me it is no coincidence, as I have said before, that both PBRV and John Robinson's 
Honest to God (an Anglican bishop's personal summary and confession of radical 
theology) appeared in the same year 1963. M The demise of the Deus ex Machina in the 
sky was an unavoidable reality and the end of an irreversible process. Therefore I believe 
that the mythopoeic poems by R.S.Thomas constitute his personal 'honest to God'. They 
mark the end of theism for him. 
I therefore disagree with Abbs about mythopoeic poetry becoming a 'new trend in 
religious poetry'. I believe that R.S.Thomas, seeing the way Ted Hughes used the 
mythopoeic mode, recognized a powerful instrument and adopted it himself for a different 
purpose and only for as long as he needed it. But as far as I can see none of the critics 
recognized what I see as R.S.Thomas's aim in writing these poems. 
There remains the question of this 'new poetry' as poetry. Has the strength of his 
metaphor, of the 'plainly chaste' language that brings tears to the eye, diminished? Peter 
Abbs thinks so. He finds that the H'M poems on religious subjects lack vigour and 
energy, the ringing force that was audible in the earlier volumes, when nature and 
especially the land were prominent in the poet's mind.I find the strong tone of these 
poems much too forceful. It seems to me that - following Hughes's usage of language -
Thomas rather overstates his case. The ringing tone is out of character. This stark picture 
of the Creator of the world is a highly improbable one. The only reason for this is found 
in his intention: to remove the traditional theistic God by force as it were in order to clear 
the way for the 'new religion' announced in the poem 'The Moon in Lleyn'. As long as 
R.S.Thomas keeps his eyes trained on the beauty of nature and the perfection of the 
'machine', there is no problem for him. 'The Moor' is there to prove it. 
This brings me to the next stage: the poet is to find God's Presence in the suffering and 
the darker sides of human existence - there is hardly any other side. But the traditional 
pictures of theism are of no avail. So these have to be abandoned first before any new 
effort to find and meet God in another way can be made. There will be new efforts, for 
the God is his daily companion in the cathedral of the woods. He has to accept God's 
Transcendence, but in an image different from the ubiquitous wary eye of the Discipli-
narian who controls man's every move and breath, who is keen on meting out rewards 
and punishments. The poet's problems are by no means solved after this stage. The new 
God whom he wants very much to get acquainted with will be a Being transcendent and 
much further away from him and from mankind than he cares to believe. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
MAN'S DISAPPOINTMENT WITH GOD: A DAZZLING DARKNESS 
"You have no name" 
('The Combat' LAB 43) 
"I said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you, 
which shall be the darkness of God" (T.S.Eliot)1 
"We are insignificant creatures on a minor planet of a very average star 
in the outer suburbs of one of a hundred thousand million galaxies. So it 
is difficult to believe in a God that would care for us or even notice our 
existence. "{Stephen Hawking)2 
"..where labours forever the weaver of roses?" 
[Kathleen Raine) ' 
7.0 Ato open road to God 
Once the poet believes he has eliminated the questions posed by the God of myths, a new 
problem presents itself: getting into contact with the God as he prefers to see Him: the 
Creator of beauty and of the joys of nature. The awareness of His existence is stable and 
never in doubt, but the poet's longing for union with God is tested severely. The road 
towards His acquaintance is much harder than expected, for it is a venture into the 
unknown, the imperceptible, a reality that is outside time, transcendent. R.S.Thomas 
realizes that God's transcendence is an obstacle, not in the sense of a theological 'quality' 
but as a psychological, religious, indeed, a mystical reality, which puts Him per se out of 
reach of any human emotional or intellectual endeavour. Many a new poem in H'M and 
after means the start of what one critic called "..the grim quest to make sense of a remote 
God". * R.S.Thomas's ideal is clear: he wants to meet the Maker of all face-to-face, un-
mediated. He yearns for what mystics call the 'vision' of God, or at least the blissful 
intimacy of His Presence. But spiritual reality presents him with a far less attractive 
prospect. The questions abound, although they are as old as mankind. How can this God 
be found and met? Why are honest human prayers not answered? Why does He in no way 
acknowledge human desires for love and intimacy? 
7.1 Absence of God 
Although to the believer's senses God is everywhere in this world (chapter Four; psalm 
139 3) to the thinking person who wants to know WHO it is that creates beauty and truth 
He is absent, inaccesible to the human senses. There is nothing to see, nothing to hear, 
nothing to touch. "Some think, Creation's meant to show him forth;/ I say, it's meant to 
hide him all it can." (Robert Browning ') 
The problem is defined by two aspects: 1. God is absent (7.1); 2. One must keep trying 
to reach him, and to wait, hope and pray for the result, (chapter Eight). The way 
R.S.Thomas speaks about God's so-called absence is often cool and hardly emotional; 
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rather as if he were discussing a subject for a relaxed after-dinner conversation. It is the 
atmosphere of the key poem for this phase of Thomas's spiritual pilgrimage: 
VIA NEGATIVA 
"Why no! I never thought other than 
That God is that great absence 
In our lives, the empty silence 
Within, the place where we go 
Seeking, not in hope to 
Arrive or find. 
He keeps the interstices 
In our knowledge, the darkness 
Between stars. His are the echoes 
We follow, the footprints he has just 
Left. We put our hands in 
His side hoping to find 
It warm. We look at people 
And places as though he had looked 
At them, too, but miss the reflection." 
(H'M 16) 
The tide immediately places both poem and poet in the tradition of meditation and 
mysticism. The term 'via negativa' is in common use in mystical theology. It expresses 
the impossibility of making affirmative statements about God's Essence, because he is 
completely outside the sphere of human discursive and analytical knowledge. Any attempt 
to define Him would carry with it the idea of limitation, for it would be a purely rational 
approach. This fact points to the paradox that is found at the heart of religious exper-
ience.7 Persons of spiritual insight are, in the depths of their souls, conscious of a 
Presence, which they call God, and this Presence is more real to them than anything else 
they know. They are, however, hardly able to describe it (chapter Four). They are 
compelled to say that, in terms of human intellect, God is unknown and unknowable. 
That's how Happold puts it. That is the concept the medieval The Cloud of Unknowing is 
based upon. Evelyn Underhill once described the effort to find out Who He is "the icy 
method of negation". ' In ways of human thinking it is only possible to describe It in 
negative terms of 'not-knowing', as does The Cloud of Unknowing: 
" But now you will ask me: "How am I to think of God himself, and 
what is he? and I cannot answer you except to say "I do not know"! For 
with this question you have brought me into the same darkness, the same 
cloud of unknowing where I want you to be ! For though we through the 
grace of God can know fully about all other matters, and think about 
them - yes, even the very works of God himself - yet of God himself can 
no man think. " ' 
Whatever statement people think can be made about God, is produced by their own 
imagination. A man's image of his god is his own creature; in praising it he praises him-
self. St John of the Cross comments: 
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"..the soul must journey through what He is not, rather than through 
what He is, it must journey, insofar as possible, by way of the denial 
and rejection of natural and supernatural apprehensions. ('The Ascent of 
the Mount Carmel' 2:ii)" 
The centre of R.S.Thomas's poem 'Via Negativa' is a different one. The poem does not 
try to describe God's essence, either negatively or affirmatively; it states the sober fact 
that He cannot be found, that He is 'the Absent One'. That is the negative aspect. He is 
the 'unseen power'. "He keeps the interstices / in our knowledge" suggests that human 
intelligence is unable, indeed unfit, to learn anything about His essence, like the immense 
and impenetrable darkness between the stars that we can see but not probe; 'the infinite 
darkness between points of light' (The Possession' FRQ 33), 'the interstices where 
mystery could linger' ('Approaches' EXP 55). 
So if this way to learn anything about Him is blocked by human ineptness, one other 
option remains: to try and find and analyse traces of His presence: echoes, footprints 
('vestigia'), heat, reflections. Again, as was shown in chapter Five, there are plenty of 
traces ('vestigia', 'seeds') recognizable by the eye of the faith that believes in His 
invisible presence-by-action. The poem 'Via Negativa' is almost literally echoed in the 
opening part of 'Adjustments' (FRQ 29): 
"Never known as anything 
but an absence. I dare not name him 
as God. Yet the adjustments 
are made. There is an unseen 
power, whose sphere is the cell 
and the electron. We never catch 
him at work, but can only say, 
coming suddenly upon an amendment, 
that here he has been...' 
In the poem 'The Absence' (FRQ 48) the 'Via Negativa' theme is repeated: 
"It is this great absence 
that is like a presence, that compels 
me to address it without hope 
of a reply. It is a room 1 enter 
from which someone has just gone." 
The image of 'Thomas' putting his hand into God's side to test it for warmth is found in 
John 20:27-28, where the risen Jesus invites Thomas the Disciple to touch him to con-
vince himself beyond any doubt that He is real and alive. I have quoted from and 
dealt2recourse with 'Via Negativa' because I believe that it is a perfect summary of the 
initial stage in R.S. Thomas's experience of the mystery of God. He seems to have 
resigned himself at times to the idea that God is, in all honesty, the 'great absence', the 
invisible One, thus outlining both his own perennial problem and the point of departure 
for his life's quest. It is up to him now to find the right direction, which looks far from 
easy since there is only "..the sign-post with the word 'God'/ worn away, and the 
distance...?" ('Directions' BHN 81) to direct him. 
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The tone of 'Via Negativa' is cool and sober; the approach is rational. The poem sounds 
as if the reader is eavesdropping at a dispassionate, academic discussion. It does not 
convey a great deal of feeling. The poet never reaches the emotional tone, the warmth one 
hears in George Herbert, who finds suitable words to express his feeling of being alone 
and lost. Thomas praises Herbert for his love of God. His feeling of desolation is more 
heart-rending than Thomas's. One cannot possibly imagine R.S.Thomas writing (like 
Herbert) : "Whither, O, whither art thou fled, My Lord, My Love?..." I0 Thomas only 
finds emotional words for his resignation with, perhaps, a touch of disappointment: 
'It is this great absence 
that is like a presence, that compels 
me to address it without hope 
of a reply " 
('The Absence' FRQ 48) 
In 'Via Negativa' the word hope is used twice. So some emotion is lurking behind the 
words after all, but in a modest way. The absence of God seems a 'fait accompli', but 
Thomas is not going to put up with it. He intends to pursue his God until he has tracked 
Him down, but he needs a little support. There would be no point in pursuing the God of 
Creation unless there was a glimmer of hope of success. This hope is fed by Thomas's 
interpretation of 'absence'. 
It is a curious thing to mark the difference in tone with other literary renderings of the 
theme 'longing for the absent loved one', the best-known of which is 'The Song of 
Solomon' from the Old Testament in which longing for the loved-one is expressed like: 
"By night on my bed I sought him whom my soul loveth: I sought him, 
but I found him not. I will rise now, and go about the city in the streets, 
and in the broad ways I will seek him whom my soul loveth: I sought 
him but I found him not." (Song of Solomon 3:1-2) 
In several poems, however, God's 'absence' is felt and explained as the absence of one 
'recently gone': the place where he was expected to be is still 'warm'. "We put our hands 
in/ his side hoping to find/ it warm.." ('Via Negativa') In 'The Absence' (FRQ 48) it 
says: "It is a room I enter/ from which someone has just gone..." In 'Pilgrimages' (FRQ 
51) describing his thoughts while visiting Ynys Enlli (Bardsey Island), off the Welsh 
coast, as a pilgrim looking for his God : 
" ..Am I too late? 
Were they too late also, those 
first pilgrims? He is such a fast 
God, always before us and leaving as we arrive...." 
In the untitled poem CNT IS, God's speed is taken literally and compared with the 
velocity of light in astronomical terms, a favourite source of metaphors with R.S.Thomas: 
"He can outpace us 
in our pursuit, outdistancing 
time only to disappear 
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in a black hole..." " 
Sounds, too, especially echoes, provide clues of God's earlier presence: 
"....His are the echoes 
We follow, the footprints he has just 
left." ('Via Negativa') 
"Are you sure? An echo? 
An echo of an echo? Sound..." 
('Questions' LPS 193) 
The feeling that one is always too late, though, is connected with the recognition of God's 
creative work in today's world: He has been at work, indeed, He is still working, so He 
cannot be far off but He can never be caught red-handed. Traces of his work, the result of 
His creative presence are everywhere. 
" There is an unseen 
power, whose sphere is the cell 
and the electron. We never catch 
him at work, but can only say, 
coming suddenly upon an amendment, 
that here he has been " 
('Adjustments' FRQ 29) 
A number of times references are found to the 'empty tomb', the literal evidence of 
someone having just 'gone' from the grave (Luke 24:6) with the shroud lying neatly 
folded after use. So the idea of the absent God never means that He is presumed to be 
non-existent. It means no more and no less than that He is invisibly distant. It is therefore 
correct for Phillips to call his book on R.S.Thomas's religious poetry The Poet of the 
Hidden God. Dem Absconditus, the hidden God, is a phrase associated with the theology 
of Luther where it means that God fully transcends human understanding. Rudolf Otto has 
defended Luther because this phrase shows Luther's deep sense of the numinous character 
of God. u Analysing R.S. Thomas's texts Phillips should have realized that he is up 
against a believer who expresses his thoughts in poetry with all its ambiguities. Phillips' 
study cannot adequately and in depth grasp the personal and spiritual reality of a poet. 
The 'hiddenness' of God has been a constant theme in mystical theology, from the earliest 
days, according to Bronzwaer. '3 Mystics have always maintained that there is no direct 
way from the visible and rational world to the knowledge of God. 
In Thomas's experience God is 'hiding', which is, to all intents and purposes, a theologi-
cal statement. There is for him one single and inescapable conclusion: God is intentionally 
hiding. So faith is the only source. He deserves Jesus' praise, which his namesake did 
not, "blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed." (John 20:29) 
7.2 Absence means hiding: God's absence is intentional 
God cannot be found, for he does not want to. He keeps away and out of reach. In 
R.S.Thomas's poems God is not hidden in the metaphysical sense of 'fully transcendent 
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and out of human reach', but He is hiding, i.e. keeping out of sight, which looks like a 
deliberate and unnecessary act with no apparent motive. In other words: God is an elusive 
God. He does not show Himself, he refrains from speaking, he is shrouding Himself in 
silence. Efforts to reach him with words remain unanswered, by whatever means the poet 
tries to make himself heard: 
'I pray and incur 
silence. Some take that silence 
for refusal...." 
('The Presence* BHN 107) 
"... And so I listen 
instead and hear the language 
of silence, the sentence 
without an end. Is it I, then, 
who am being addressed?..." 
('Shadows' FRQ 25) 
The poet does not take the silence of God for a refusal. But he fails to find a single good 
reason for the stubborn silence of the One whom he wants to meet. He keeps looking for 
an instrument or way to make God meet his desire for contact. 
7.3 God hides in darkness 
The next stage in the quest for God, the condition he finds himself in involuntarily but 
inescapably, is one of darkness. 
"..I emerge from the mind's 
cave into the worst darkness 
outside, where things pass and 
the Lord is in none of them." 
('Threshold'BHN 110) 
In biblical usage darkness is where God is absent or unknown: "To give life to them that 
sit in darkness" (Luke 1:79) or in the well-known verse from John I: "The light shineth in 
darkness, and the darkness comprehended it not." Or moral darkness is meant, where 
people sin and go their own ways. Darkness in mystical theology, however, has a psycho-
logical or mental connotation, and is used metaphorically for the 'inability to comprehend, 
inaccessible to the discursive mind'.The medieval author of The Cloud of Unknowing 
knows what disappointment is in store for anyone trying to find his/her way to God: 
"When you first begin, you find only darkness, and as it were a cloud of 
unknowing...Do what you will, this darkness and this cloud remain 
between you and God, and stop you both from seeing him in the clear 
light of rational understanding, and from experiencing his loving sweet-
ness in your affection." u 
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Of course The Cloud supplies plenty of advice how to proceed further on this difficult 
road. But somehow, the poet seems to be deaf and inaccessible to spiritual guidance. 
Thomas wants to go it alone: to pass through the stages of the spiritual quest without 
recourse to any hints, suggestions or recommendations from either Scripture or the spiritu-
al writers. Moreover, he does not so much want to know, it is not rational understanding 
he is after. He wants revelation, but by experience. He leaves aside Christianity and its 
tradition, including biblical revelation, on his way towards the God whom he wants to be 
with. It is a religion of manifestation he is after, rather than of proclamation. It looks like 
a secularized Pilgrim's Progress. The poet wants to take the way to God 'whom he is 
unhappily in love with' but whom he has never seen, as if he were just any twentieth-
century human being in a secularized surrounding. Although he is a priest he wants to 
share the thoughts and questions that beset his non-believing contemporaries, because 
these are his personal problems too: 
" Visionary only 
in his perception of an horizon 
beyond the horizon. Doubtful 
of God, too pusillanimous 
to deny him. Saving his face 
in verse from the humiliations prose 
inflicted on him " 
('A Ufe* EXP 52) 
An honest statement tallying with the position he describes in the prose passage I quote 
here. He knows all the official answers and the relevant Bible quotations. In the book of 
autobiographical notes and poems The Echoes Return Slow (1988), published long after his 
retirement, he is quite frank about his doubts (the poet writes about himself in the third 
person singular): 
"The problems he had concealed from his congregations had him now all 
to themselves. A man who had refrained from quarrelling with his 
parishioners for fear of rhetoric, over what poetry could he be said to 
preside from his quarrel with himself?" (ECH 112) " 
Words he would never have dared use in the pulpit are written in his poems: God is 
absent, he is hiding from me, he keeps silent and my prayers seem wasted. I6 This is the 
darkness that is enveloping his soul. I repeat the quotation from 'Threshold'. 
"I emerge from the mind's 
cave into the worst darkness 
outside, where things pass and 
the Lord is in none of them." 
("Threshold' BHN 110) 
The image is found in 1 Kings 19:9 where Elijah after withdrawing into a cave is promi-
sed the (passing) presence of the Lord outside it. The Lord passed the cave and Elijah 
heard His presence in the rustling stillness of a soft breeze.17 The poet's expectation of a 
word from God outside his 'cave' (which symbolizes his rational mind) falls flat. Unlike 
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the prophet he experiences nothing hut darkness, where the Lord is not found. This 'cave' 
theme is found throughout R.S.Thomas's work, and must be seen as one of a small 
number of biblical incidents in which heaven and earth, God and his creation are supposed 
to be physically 'in touch'. In two poems the cave-image is linked to the Orpheus theme. 
In leaving the cave of darkness on his way to God "I/ have lingered too long on/ this 
threshold, but where can I go?/ To look back is to lose the soul/ 1 was leading upward 
towards the/ light..- ('Threshold' BHN 110). And in a slightly different context: "The 
mind has emerged/ from the long cave without/ looking back, leading eternity/ by the 
hand, and together they pause/ on the adult threshold..." ('Aleph' BHN 93) The meaning 
probably is that, once one sets out on the road upwards towards the meeting with God, 
there is no going back without losing one's deepest self. The price is the darkness of 
hope, but the reward is not the light of vision. Darkness is an essential element: Orpheus 
on his way to take His beloved Eurydice back to life is not allowed to look behind; 
unconditional trust without seeing, hope-within-darkness is an absolute requirement. 
Darkness, too, is an important element in the image of Jacob wrestling with the angel of 
God. Wrestling is the most physical and strenuous form of physical contact. In the poem 
'The Combat' light and darkness have changed places, compared to the biblical story: 
"You have no name. 
We have wrestled with you all 
day, and now night approaches, 
the darkness from which we emerged 
seeking;...." 
(LAB 43) 
Here the wrestling precedes the darkness; indeed, the darkness he tried to escape from in 
search of 'the Nameless' returns. In Gen.32:24 the story is told of how Jacob wrestles a 
whole night long until the break of day - with 'a man' who in the end asks what Jacob's 
name is and changes it into Israel. The man himself refuses to identify himself. Here God 
and man are in closest possible contact. Jacob calls the place Pniël "for I have seen God 
'face to face', and my life is preserved." The image returns in a number of poems ", 
sometimes in slightly varied forms: e.g. when the wrestling takes place in daylight until 
the night falls: "..We have wrestled with you all/ day, and now night approaches,/ the 
darkness from which we emerged seeking.." ('The Combat LAB 43). The poet is in 
despair: trying to come out of the darkness by seeking the light for his struggle with God, 
the undecided fight has no outcome but another darkness. In 'The Hand'(LAB 2) the 
wrestling is equally undecided. The opponent ends the struggle by saying: "I let you go,/ 
but without blessing./ Messenger to the mixed things/ of your making, tell them I am." 
Which associates the theme with the Burning Bush scene. In CNT 14 it is Jacob who tells 
his name, but refuses to reveal more. Two parallel scenes (Gen. 28:11 and Gen. 32:25) 
are 'confused' there: "This at the bottom/ of the ladder; Jacob wrestled to no end.." 
And, of course, the poet very much wants his own 'Pniël': to meet with 'the Presence' 
face-to-face. This phrase (1 Cor 13:12) expresses that he, too, wants to see God face-to-
face, but that is not to be: 
"Face to face? Ah, no 
God; such language falsifies 
the relation. Nor side by side, 
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nor near you, nor anywhere 
in time and space..." 
(•Waiting' FRQ 32) 
So Thomas rejects Paul's aim, although it is the very same wish that haunts him. It will 
never be possible, his cool reason says, for a mortal person to be anywhere 'near' God, 
let alone 'see' Him. He knows too well how overwhelmingly different God is. He realizes 
why God stays hidden. Nearness to God would mean utter annihilation. He says so in the 
poem 'Hebrews 12:29' : "No doubt of it, our God is a consuming fire". We would not 
survive: "...the mistake/ we make...is to expect love/ from a kiss whose only property is 
to consume." (EXP 11) The 'wrestling theme', the symbol of a spiritual crisis found in 
orthodox Calvinism, is not unknown in English religious poetry: 
"Come, О thou Traveller unknown 
Whom I still hold but cannot see, 
My company before is gone, 
And I am left alone with thee, 
With thee all night 1 mean to stay, 
And wrestle till the break of day." 
is the first stanza of a long poem by Charles Wesley: 'Wrestling Jacob'. " But here the 
opponent's name is the prize for the winner: "...Thy nature and thy name is Love." 
Gerard Manley Hopkins uses the same image in the final lines of his sonnet 'Carrion 
Comfort' where he describes how he has succesfully fought against despair: 
" That night, that year 
Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with 
(my God!) my God." M 
Hopkins stresses the darkness in which the spiritual wrestling takes place that leads up to 
the new day when the new awareness and pride appear. He describes a night, 'that year', 
as a period full of anguish and despair, in the end leading towards daylight. R.S.Thomas 
stresses the failure to escape the darkness because the day's struggle ends in another 
period of darkness. Richard Blackmur, in his study of religious poetry in the U.S.A. 2 l 
describes this theme as "..the great wrestling tradition which has inhabited the great 
majority of religious poets since the Council of Trent, and it makes no difference whether 
they were Catholic or Protestant..There is in this adventure of Jacob half the subject-
matter of modem poetry.." This point of view is shared by Valentine Cunningham who 
extensively argues that 'wrestling, lame Jacob' is central to the great literary and critical 
sense of our time. She calls the story as told in Genesis " one of those texts to which the 
whole tradition of western reading and religion stands now belatedly." и 
Absence and darkness are concepts frequently used in mystical theology. Although he 
describes himself as being in darkness and suffering because of the hiding God, Thomas 
repeatedly denies, in so many words, that he should be looked upon as 'a mystic'. There 
is his often quoted remark in the Ormond interview (1972) "I'm a solitary, I'm a nature 
mystic; and silence, and slowness and bareness have always appealed." M He is more 
elaborate about this in the Lethbridge interview, when again confronted with the question: 
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Are you a mystic? His answer is an unequivocal 'no'. A mystic - in his view - has this 
gift of unmediated vision, whereas Thomas is a man of words and poems first and 
foremost. "I start writing if I try to meditate. I take it that a true mystic withdraws into 
himself or herself and is eventually caught up and sort of subsumed into The Presence. I 
cannot." M So the question remains how Thomas as a poet, writing in the meditative 
vein, tries to make sense of the darkness he feels enveloped by. He avoids the term 'dark 
night of the senses' as quoted so often in connection with the spiritual experience of 
mystics. His is first and foremost a 'mental darkness' of not understanding, not the 
spiritual aridity that befell so many mystics. 
7.4 Shadow is the sign of the presence of light 
Darkness, unlike the biblical idea of it, does not remain a negative concept in R.S.Tho-
mas's poems. "Darkness" as the condition of unknowing and of 'feeling alone' is inter-
preted by the poet as "shadow". That is both his escape and his source of hope, for 
shadow is the obverse side of light, not its contrast or its opposite: 
"I close my eyes. 
The darkness implies your presence, 
the shadow of your steep mind 
on my world. I shiver in it. 
It is not your light that 
can blind us; it is the splendour 
of your darkness." ('Shadows' FRQ 25) 
and confirmed in "Alive": 
" The darkness 
is the deepening shadow 
of your presence; " 
( LAB 51) 
The logical sequence is clear: darkness = shadow = presence of light. Darkness-as-
shadow presupposes light, and the nearer the light the larger the shadow. The splendour of 
God's darkness, a poetic paradox, can only mean the thrill of something overwhelming 
that is awaiting. Obviously his faith in God has paved that way for him. He may be an 
agnostic (so are all true mystics, who realize that nothing can be known about God) but he 
is certainly no atheist. If he should have had no faith, then the sequence would have been: 
darkness = absence of light = non-existence. 
The next step is even more surprising, for here the poet willingly, as last resort, gives up 
even the use of his senses, these life-long instruments of intense joy (accepting silence and 
darkness), in order to prepare his soul for the direct approach of God. It may be the 
beginning awareness that human senses have no role to play in any direct form of contact 
with the divine. Although He remains hiding, He is present, for the poet feels watched: 
" I gave my eyes 
and my ears, and dwelt 
in a soundless darkness 
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in the shadow 
of your regard ' 
('The Flower' LAB 25) 
The darkness is also physical, especially the spaces between the stars, when one looks up 
to find God in the heavens: the iruentellar spaces. They are the symbols of the intellec-
tual darkness he finds himself in. 
Thomas is very moved by the idea of the 'interstellar spaces' as the places where God 
could be found if only man's mind could penetrate them. He writes about the "..the deep 
spaces between stars" ('Wallace Stevens' BRT 25). Then he transposes the image to the 
gaps in human knowledge: " He (God), keeps to the interstices/ in our knowledge, the 
darkness/ between stars..."('Via negativa'). There is "infinite darkness between points of 
light.." ('The Possession' FRQ 33). He even complains of "..clinical light/ pouring into 
the interstices/ where mystery could linger..."('Approaches' EXP 55). 
The metaphor of the spiritual journey towards God is sustained: although it is darkness 
that surrounds him the poet feels a certain sense of direction, because a shadow reveals 
where the source of the light is. He does not just drift around, it is almost a matter of 
instinct, as a homing pigeon 'knows ' the way back to the loft he comes from. Thomas 
has always been a watcher of the seasonal movements of the birds passing over North 
Wales on their way south and sometimes resting there. The journey is never optional: one 
has to go. 
"He is that great void 
we must enter 
Enough we have been given wings 
and a needle in the mind 
to respond to his bleak north. 
There are times even at the Pole 
when he, too, pauses in his withdrawal 
so that it is light there all night long." 
(CNT 54) 
The journey is not without its compensations. Even the God who wants to be pursued, to 
be the 'quarry', is resting now and then, so as not to discourage or exhaust his pursuers. 
Their reward is a certain light for as long as the stay in the cold north lasts. But He is a 
void, not of non-existence but of no-knowledge, of keeping out of sight, of not wanting 
to be recognized. Cold means distance, the Pole is the symbol of a great distance. 
Warmth means nearness. Again, going through the darkness is not a pointless roving. Nor 
is the journey a laborious trekking through difficult terrain. It has nothing to do with the 
passing of time or the mileage of the expedition. It is much nearer: 
"....There were times 
when bending close over a flower, 
thinking to penetrate the transparence 
of its expression , we lost our footing 
and fell into a presence, illimitable 
as its absence, descending motionlessly 
in space-time, not into darkness 
126 
but into the luminosity of his shadow" 
(CNT48) 
Light is allowed to brighten the spiritual darkness, or rather a certain 'glow', a suggestion 
of 'warmth' even, where the unseen God is recognized as the Creator of the flower's 
beauty. Now the ideas of time and space are suddenly obsolete, and evaporate, for beauty 
is eternal and 
"....I am a seeker 
in time for that which is 
beyond time, that is everywhere 
and nowhere; no more before 
than after, yet always 
about to be; whose duration is 
of the mind...." ( 'Abercuawg' FRQ 27) 
The darkness obscuring the seeker's path is, however, not dispelled. The spiritual pilgrim 
who wants to press on tries the obvious solution he has been familiar with: prayer, or 
rather: what he believes prayer is. 
7.S Traditional prayer is an effort to penetrate the 
darkness surrounding God. 
In the dialogue conducted in the poem 'Parry' (H'M 12) prayer is described as a means of 
drawing God's attention: 
" Look, 
I say, the wide air 
Empty. You listen 
To it as one hearing 
The God breathe. Shout then, 
I cry; waken 
The unseen sleeper; let 
Him come forth, history 
Yearns for him " 
The image refers to 1 Kings 18:27 where Elijah challenged the priests of Baal to pray to 
their god to perform a miracle: their prayers failed to get any reaction, so Elijah sarcasti-
cally remarked that the god might be away on a journey, or might be asleep. This is one 
of the images R.S.Thomas employs to express the frustration of one who prays but recei-
ves no direct answer. Prayers are called 'a bait' to lure God into answering ('Observation' 
BHN 105: "....They/ put down their prayers'/ bait, and swallow it/ themselves.."), just as 
people try to coax God into replying by building a nice church full of candles ('The 
Empty Church' FRQ 33). Prayers are compared to gravel thrown at an upstairs window to 
attract attention ('Folk Tale' EXP 53). The poet tries to call God on a direct telephone-
line by dialling zero ('Calling' EXP 31). He tries sending radio signals into the universe 
('One Way' BHN 95). 
Prayer is not seen as a free act of faith, but it is the expression of a desperate urge, 
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finding a means to escape from the darkness and to get into contact with the reality of 
Whoever-is-out-there. 
"Night after night I point my hands 
at the sky, a launching pad 
for my prayers to take off for their orbiting 
in immense space. What listener 
is this, who is always awake 
and says nothing?...." 
(ECH 39) 
Inspired by Coleridge's 'Ancient Mariner' R.S.Thomas describes himself as 'the new 
mariner', the 1981 astronaut on his way to God: 
* For me now 
there is only the God-space 
into which I send out 
my probes " 
(BHN 99) 
Perhaps the finest image of the hopeful prayer is found in the closing lines of 'Threshold' 
(BHN 110): 
"I am alone on the surface 
of a turning planet. What 
to do but, like Michelangelo's 
Adam, put my hand 
out into unknown space, 
hoping for the reciprocating touch?" 
It is interesting to compare this poem with the opinion of one of the best-known astrono-
men of our time, Stephen Hawking of Cambridge, quoted at the opening of this chapter. 
The physicist believes that the gigantic distances within the universe and the innumerable 
galaxies his research has so far discovered cannot justify the belief in a Creator who is 
supposed to be aware of some beings on what he describes as a speck lost in space. 
Hawking therefore cannot accept the existence of a god. Thomas calling that universe the 
'God-space' believes God is present there, although he can be no more specific than 
Hawking. These contrasting views give even more strength to the vision of the lonely 
praying person stretching out his hands towards the dark universe. In Michelangelo's Sis-
tine Chapel fresco - theistic theology made visible - God (in the poem) is seen by the poet 
as reciprocating Adam's longing gesture, although in reality the action represented here by 
the artist is the reverse: God is creating Adam and calling him into existence. Adam ac-
knowledges God's act of creation, and his gesture could be explained as a token of grati-
tude. So the gesture may look like an act of praying, but it is not the one that is meant in 
the poem. 
Speaking words and assuming that there is an ear somewhere listening is as natural to the 
believer as breathing. The urge to grab God by the sleeve and make Him answer causes 
people to continue kneeling and saying prayers, even if they are automatic ones: "chewing 
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the cud of prayer" (TAR 47-48). Again the remark must be made that the poet does not 
fall back on any New Testament sayings by Jesus or his Disciples about the effectiveness 
of prayer, like the obvious text: 
'Ask and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock and it 
shall be opened unto you: For every one that asketh receiveth; and he 
that seeketh findeth: and to him that knocketh it shall be opened." 
(Matthew 7:7-8) 
Nor does he mention any teaching by the Church on this important point in the life of a 
believer. One wonders what Thomas in his sermons or in his private pastoral counseling 
might have said about the effectiveness of prayer. He admits that there he stuck to 
whatever the Church and the Prayerbook say. Again one is reminded of George Herbert's 
poem 'Deniall': 
"When my devotion could not pierce 
Thy silent eares; 
then was my heart broken, as was my verse: 
My breast was full of fears 
And disorder;... 
As good go anywhere, they say, 
As to benumme 
Both knees and heart, in crying night and day, 
Come, come, my God, О come, 
But no hearing " M 
Herbert expresses a lover's feelings, who is on the verge of tears when his prayers go 
unanswered. Herbert does not try other practical means to reach God. He just breaks 
down, because his love cries for the 'reciprocating' touch. In the introduction to A Choice 
of George Herbert's Verse R.S.Thomas describes how Herbert had an argument with God, 
and that God always won. % In this Thomas himself is the perfect parallel. But Herbert 
wrote in a vein of contrition and humility, feelings almost unknown in Thomas's own 
poetry. Herbert's prayers are the evidence of his piety and holiness. 
Over against these frustrations there are a good many poems, however, describing 
Thomas's personal experience with a positive and more rewarding effect of prayer. The 
key poem to this new and deeper theme is, again, (but then it IS an important poem) 'The 
Moon in Lleyn' (LAB 30). Traditional religion and prayer are compared to one of the 
phases of the moon: religion has arrived at the stage of the 'new moon': it has entered the 
stage of darkness (there is 'no' moon). The priest in his church, pondering about this with 
the words "....Religion is over, and/ what will emerge from the body/ of the new moon, 
no one/ can say" (lines 18-21) thinks that the end of religion implies the end of prayer. 
He is warned by an inner voice telling him that, although Official' religion (meaning a) 
has come to an end, the natural world is still full of promise and, as it were, as a natural 
sacrament refers to 'the Presence', which makes it a universally human way of ap­
proaching the Divine Reality. So the voice ('in my ear') tells him: 
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" You must remain 
kneeling. Even as this moon 
making its way through the earth's 
cumbersome shadow, prayer, too, 
has its phases.* (lines 32-36) 
This is what remains: the old manner of prayer has grown obsolete, but the praying 
attitude, which Underhill calls 'the prayerful disposition of the mind' " is as necessary 
as ever. It is important for him to retain the kneeling posture. It should be said imme-
diately that this is nothing new for him. Descriptions of the kneeling priest appear every-
where in Thomas's poems, from the earlier stages until the latest poems. In his work the 
priest very often kneels in solitary prayer. Kneeling is the physical expression of the inner 
condition. It is the essential and central duty of the priest. 
"Moments of great calm, 
Kneeling before an altar 
Of wood in a stone church 
In summer, waiting for the God 
to speak;..." 
('Kneeling' FLW 32) 
This is a classic among R.S.Thomas's poems, because it has the simple language, the 
'plainly chaste' use of words, that makes it so moving, with the seemingly unneeded par-
ticulars (stone, wood, summer) adding a strong touch of reality. This is what the priest 
must do when facing darkness and God's absence: kneel and wait for (the) God to speak. 
The result might be that the questioning may be over for good; or at least, that questions 
no longer appear as relevant. The darkness, like the one in the grave, may be dispelled. 
The slow process of transition from darkness to illumination is described in the poem 'The 
Answer' (FRQ 46) which I shall have to quote in full: 
"Not darkness but twilight 
in which even the best 
of minds must make its way 
now. And slowly the questions 
occur, vague but formidable 
for all that. We pass our hands 
over their surface like blind 
men, feeling for the mechanism 
that will swing them aside. They 
yield, but only to reform 
as new problems; and one 
does not even do that 
but towers immovable 
before us. 
Is there no way 
other than thought of answering 
its challenge? There is an anticipation 
of it to the point of 
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dying. There have been times 
when, after long on my knees 
in a cold chancel, a stone has rolled 
from my mind, and I have looked 
in and seen the old questions lie 
folded and in a place 
by themselves, like the piled 
graveclothes of love's risen body." 
Darkness can be dispelled, there is always the new light of the rising sun. The questions 
that keep haunting the thinking person can be answered. The poet wonders if there is no 
other way. The mind has to be freed by rolling the stone away that is blocking the way to 
the light. The image of John 20: 6-7 is now used in its full force. As soon as the stone is 
rolled away, after a long spell of prayer, light can enter. What a splendid metaphor. The 
new light makes the old questions visible, now reduced to empty shrouds and discarded. 
There is a new light that makes all questioning unnecessary, even the "one (that)/ does not 
yield, but towers immovable/ before us", no doubt the ever present quest for God's 
Name, His essence, Who he is. 
It is remarkable that R.S.Thomas suddenly, in line 22, should switch the subject from 
'we' (line 6) to Τ (line 22). The first person singular is used in the description of some­
thing that looks like a revelation, a sudden insight, a vision of some sort. Then the poem 
takes a personal turn, as if to say: ".. darkness is a general problem among us, we all try 
to dispel it. This is how I succeeded in getting the questions out of the way, if only for 
some period of time; after long "on my knees in a cold chancel" I suddenly discovered 
that our human questions have been answered once and for all, so that they need not 
bother us anymore.' The moment of this insight is a moment, not of doubt or desire, dis­
appointment or frustration, but of grace, of love. Love, buried for a long time in the 
graveclothes of human questioning, rises to a new life. Love can do what the intellect 
cannot do: recognize God. The Cloud of Unknowing confirms the poet's conclusion: 
"For he comes down to our level, adapting his Godhead to our power to 
comprehend. Our soul has some affinity with him, of course, because we 
have been created in his image and likeness. Only he himself is com­
pletely and utterly sufficient to fulfil the will and longing of our souls. 
Nothing else can. The soul, when it is restored by grace, is made wholly 
sufficient to comprehend him fully by love. He cannot be comprehended 
by our intellect or any man's or any angel's for that matter. For both we 
and they are created beings, but only to our intellect is he incomprehen­
sible: not to our love." M 
Love is back where it was meant to be: the moving force that makes the machine of 
creation into God's wonderful world. R.S.Thomas has found the gateway to The Pre­
sence. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
THE GATES TO THE PRESENCE 
"What God was there made himself felt" (PTA 24) 
"The meaning is in the waiting." ('Kneeling' FLW 32) 
This chapter is an attempt to collect and analyse evidence in R.S. Thomas's poetry of a 
mature spirituality, i.e. one which has left the mythical and anthropomorphic images of 
the Divine behind it. What can be deduced from his poetry can be summed up by the 
following: God can only be described as 'He Who Is'. He is there without any further 
specification: The Presence. The Gates are those ways, according to Thomas, which open 
up the experience of the Presence. Two are discussed here as of prime importance to the 
poet: Nature and Beauty. This opening-up process may be summed up by the phrase 'the 
patient prayer of waiting'. Waiting is described as the essential spiritual state of prepa-
ration, it is defined as a positive attitude of concentration and openness. It is created, 
stimulated and fed by the observation of Nature and Beauty. 
8.1 The idea of the Presence 
It is a term first used in the Lethbridge interview (1983) and in half a dozen poems, espe-
cially in EXP and CNT, volumes which appeared in 1986 and after. In the interview 
Thomas twice mentions beauty as '..one of the gates through which we people can have 
access to The Presence.1 How, after theism's failure, can one have any idea of the 
presence of the 'divine'? In discussing this R.S.Thomas himself quotes Paul Tillich as the 
theologian who presents an idea that satisfies him. 
"I do like Tillich's idea of the ground of being, that God is not a being. 
I rather suspect that so many Christians..I mean we've been brought up 
on the Bible to believe that God is a being, that he is a person or a 
being, whereas the slightly more impersonal approach of Hindu thought, 
and Buddhist thought for that matter, does give me a feeling that this is 
more what I'm after."2 
So Tillich with his idea of the non-personal 'ground of being' is close to Thomas's heart 
and mind. We shall have to see whether this will answer all the poet's questions where to 
find the God of Creation. 
8.1.1 The idea of the Presence in the poems 
In the poems 'presence' begins to appear regularly in EXP (1986) and later volumes. The 
first instance is in the poem 'Hebrews 12:29' where Paul calls God 'a consuming fire'. 
Thinking about God the poet realizes that no human features can be used to describe or to 
represent Him. He rejects the use of all mythical representations. 
"....The mistake 
we make, looking deep into the fire, 
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is to confer features upon a presence 
that is not human; to expect love 
from a kiss whose only property is to consume." (EXP 11) 
God cannot be said to have a human face and human emotions; and even his love is of a 
different order. Any image our imagination tríes to work out will be inadequate. He is 
"the face over us that lacks/ nothing but an expression" (CNT 15). The interior of a 
cathedral is said to be 'expecting a presence' without further specification (EXP 49). After 
'pelting gravel at the window of the sky' to draw someone's attention the result is 
doubtful, the result of wishful thinking on the part of the praying person: 
" I would 
have refrained long since 
but that peering once 
through my locked fingers 
I thought that I detected 
the movement of a curtain. " 
(EXP 53) 
The detection and awareness of God's presence varies in different stages of the spiritual 
life. The hint of a presence (even once) would already be enough. The 'locked fingers' 
before the eyes suggests a very child-like way both of saying prayers and of imagining 
God. The poem 'Approaches' offers a review of that kind of prayer in a nutshell. A 
presence can only be ascertained by the senses, God's presence can be accepted and 
known, but never proven, only recognized indirectly: 
"We began by being very close. 
Moving nearer I found 
he was further off, presence 
being replaced by shadow; 
the nearer the light, the larger 
the shadow. Imagine the torment 
of the discovery that it was growing 
small " (EXP 55) 
"...(the deity)..converting it 
to a presence, a movement of light 
on the room's wall, a smile quickening 
and going out as the clouds 
canter." ('Andante' EXP 61) 
God, then, is de-personalized to 'the Presence', 'a being' without recognizable features, 
who is nevertheless not abstract, and who might therefore be approachable. Approaching 
It, known as praying, is therefore unthinkable as a dialogue, not even as a monologue, but 
only as silence. The poet has no scientific, no intellectual interest in the Presence, for by 
now he realizes that this is pointless. He decides to be silent in his faith, in his surrender. 
He wants to approach It innocently and in an unprejudiced way. 
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"Conversation, soliloquy, 
silence - a descending or an ascending 
scale? That you are there 
to be found, the disciplines 
agree. Anonymous presence 
grant that, when I come 
questioning, it is not with the dictionary 
in one hand, the microscope 
in the other." (ECH 115) 
The three options of approaching God, of being in his Presence: 1. prayer as conversa-
tion, dialogue 2. prayer as monologue, without any expectation of an answer 3. prayer as 
being silent, (as no words can ever bridge the gap between the praying subject and what 
Tillich calls 'the God above the God of theism', the 'transpersonal presence of the divi-
ne'), form an ascending order. The 'Thou' addressed here is correctly called 'anony-
mous': there is no person, therefore no name. Human action is no way of approach at all. 
The poem 'The Presence' (BHN 107) describes the poet's own thoughts in more detail. 
He analyses his sense of God's presence: 
"...I know its ways with me; 
how it enters my life, 
is present rather 
before I perceive it, sunlight quivering 
on a bare wall. 
Is it consciousness trying to get through? 
Am I under 
regard? 
It takes me seconds 
to focus, by which time 
it has shifted its gaze, 
looking a little to one 
side, as though I were not here. 
It has the universe 
to be abroad in. 
There is nothing I can do 
but fill myself with my own 
silence, hoping it will approach 
like a wild creature to drink 
there, or perhaps like Narcissus 
to linger a moment over its transparent face." 
The poem recalls the traditional preparation for prayer: to imagine oneself in the presence 
of God, i.e. to have the awareness of being under His eyes. But He is never perceived 
clearly. He is elusive. One may believe that one recognizes a 'signal' ("I thought I 
detected"), one's attention may be sharpened, but He is never there in clear outline. God 
is spoken of as 'it': He is a 'noumenon', a reality to be known, 'It' rather than a person. 
Yet when He/It is present one has the feeling of being watched, that something is around 
and even near, because the movement of light both betrays and conceals Him. If it is 
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impossible for the subject to get as near as he would wish, he may try and persuade The 
Presence to come closer, as people do by building churches and filling them with candles, 
to 'trap' Him ('The Empty Church' FRQ 35). The poet wants It to come closer, so he 
does the only thing left to him: he fills himself with silence, hoping, - perhaps knowing -
that the Presence is attracted by silence, the attitude of waiting. Here the poet finds some 
splendid metaphors: 1. God is compared to a wild animal looking for water to quench its 
thirst (one can ignore hunger, one cannot ignore thirst): silence may be that water It is 
looking for. 2. God is even compared to Narcissus who, looking for water, admires and 
loves himself in the image He sees mirrored there: a splendid echo of Genesis 1:26. The 
poet realizes that if he makes himself into the water that God-Narcissus wants to look at 
Himself in, God is bound to come near him sooner or later and is sure to 'linger a 
moment'; that would be enough. 
The Presence is felt rather than perceived, it directly enters his consciousness, although 
the eye has a role to play. The splash of sunshine on the wall may be a token of the 
Presence, or the bright field where 
"I have seen the sun break through 
to illuminate a small field 
for a while, and gone my way 
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl 
of great price, the one field that had 
the treasure in it...." 
Thomas recognizes these moments of heightened awareness as 'signals from an ever 
present reality'. "That is why I have chosen to live in the country, because not only from 
the auditory point of view but also from the visual point of view - one has been blessed 
with these sudden glimpses of eternity." 3 He does not hesitate in his interpretation of 
these moments: 
"I simply,in my simple sort of way, am trying to say this is, well, even 
science will admit that life is such an amazing mystery. What I have 
tried to say is that when the sunlight comes through the window and 
dances on the floor, is not that one of God's means of trying to get into 
contact with me? In my response to that, I am responding to an aspect of 
eternity."4 
The search for the Presence gradually and consciously turns into a non-intellectual, a post-
intellectual process. In his philosophical approaches the poet finds it hard to admit defeat. 
Even after admitting it the questions and doubts remain. The perfect illustration of this 
process is seen in 'Perhaps' (FRQ 39). I shall quote and discuss it in three fragments: 
1. "His intellect was the clear mirror 
he looked in and saw the machinery of God 
assemble itself? It was one that reflected 
the emptiness that was where God 
should have been. The mind's tools had 
no power convincingly to put him 
together...." 
137 
This is, as clearly as possible, an outline of the intellectual process of exploring God. 
Thomas gives a rational account of his own mental effort leading towards the abandon-
ment of all intellectual curiosity, of all philosophical wondering and questioning. He dis-
covers, regretfully, his 'limited human apprehension' (WARD 97). The mirror image here 
refers to his own intellect. His intellectual research, however, discovers a void where he 
expected to find Godhead. He has to admit to utter failure in putting together a com-
prehensive picture of God. Man's reasoning mind is an inadequate tool. 
2. "...Looking in that mirror was a journey 
through hill mist where, the higher 
one ascends, the poorer the visibility 
becomes. It could have led to despair 
but for the consciousness of a presence 
behind him, whose breath clouding 
that looking-glass proved that it was alive 
Here is a further and courageous reworking of the mirror image. Paradox is as important 
as ever to explain the unexplainable. The clear mirror is an unfit instrument; the misty 
mirror is much better. Maybe the use of the word 'cloud' is an allusion to the poem of 
that name. The search for God means leaving the light, giving up the desire for clarity 
and voluntarily entering an ever-thickening mist while travelling uphill. This looks dis-
couraging, for there is no clearly visible target. In CNT IS Thomas writes: 
"He is the shape in the mist 
on the mountain we would ascend 
disintegrating as we compose it. 
He can outpace us 
in our pursuit, outdistancing 
time only to disappear 
in a black hole." 
So a meeting of any kind is hardly probable. Despair would only be natural and can only 
be warded off by what he calls 'a consciousness' he discovers in himself - not a know-
ledge but an awareness - of a Presence behind him, out of sight, not higher up but so 
close behind him that his (its?) breath clouds the mirror, and the human intellect loses its 
habitual clarity. The awareness of its impotence to solve the problem of God is proof of 
the Presence's reality, which seems to pre-empt all recognition. It is hiding, therefore It 
IS (see chapter Seven). Or is it? The poet remains a seeker; it might have been the poem's 
title. He cannot help distrusting 'a consciousness' without intellectual support. So at this 
point, in spite of his awareness, Thomas can hardly rid himself of some more questions: 
3. "To learn to distrust the distrust 
of feeling - this then was the next step 
for the seeker? To suffer himself to be persuaded 
of intentions in being other than the crossing 
of a receding boundary which did not exist? 
To yield to an unfelt pressure that, irresistible 
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in itself, had the character of everything 
but coercion? To believe, looking up 
into invisible eyes shielded against love's 
glare, in the ubiquity of a vast concern?" 
The non-intellectual surrender is almost too much for the poet. These are the problems he 
faces: 1. how to lose his absolute trust in the clarity and adequacy of his own mind, and 
how to ignore the distrust of whatever feeling he is aware of; 2. How to be sure that no 
other things are expected from him than efforts to reach an elusive human boundary which 
he will never reach, let alone cross; 3. how to respond to a nudging influence that never 
uses force, but is more like an invitation that cannot be ignored; 4. how to believe in 
being surrounded by a 'caring Force', suggesting paradoxically an abstract Presence that 
does not want to be seen, let alone to be loved. 
The poem contains the message that God is the One who is not to be known. He cannot 
be called upon to account for Himself, but He is only to be surrendered to. Only absolute 
trust will help the poet to reach the top, the target. The key words for the traveller are: to 
have full trust, to suffer, to yield, to believe. The Presence invisibly close behind him will 
ensure that he keeps travelling through the mist. 
8.1.2 The Presence as a biblical term 
The name of 'the Presence' for God is the oldest biblical concept of God's essence. It is 
the absolutely new 'name of God', the tetragrammaton JHWH, that was revealed to 
Moses in that supreme moment of spiritual revelation: "Tell them I am" ( Ex.3:14). The 
Burning Bush story appears in Thomas's poems regularly '; to him it represents one of 
the rare moments when God touched the earth almost physically and 'introduced' Himself. 
This revelation of God's name has two aspects: 
1. all other gods, found with the surrounding peoples outside the community of the 
Israelites, are said to be 'non-existent', phantoms and products of human phantasy. All 
anthropomorphic concepts are rejected: no images should, or could, ever pretend to 
express His essence. He has no face; no picture of Him is possible. It is therefore 
forbidden to try making one. (Ex.20:4; Lev. 19:4) 
2. The only true and humanly accessible name or qualification of God is absolute 'Being': 
He IS. That should be enough; no further specification is or need be given. 'The 
Presence' cannot be specified any further by any other categorical notions: neither where, 
nor when, nor how are relevant concepts for any further definition. Yet the philosophical 
mind has kept trying to find further specifying concepts such as 'pantheism', 'panen-
theism' and the like, as approximations of some sort of Presence. 
Mainstream post-war protestant theology ' has (pace Bonhoeffer and Tillich) concentrated 
upon the idea of God as the Presence, unconditional, unspecifiable Being (Tillich), with 
the help of Heidegger's existentialist philosophy. Tillich's idea of God as the 'ground of 
being' leads to the idea of creation as the communication of 'being' (Heidegger's Dasein) 
to all beings as we know them, including ourselves. In that sense God is not 'a' being, 
larger and more perfect than other 'beings', not the top of the 'being pyramid'. God is 
BEING TOTAL, containing and encompassing all being. R.S.Thomas shares this view. 7 
He realizes that nothing more can be said about God except in negations: 
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God is..."not to be penned 
in a concept, and differing in kind 
from the human; whose attributes are the negations 
of thought; who holds us at bay with 
His symbols...." ('After the Lecture' FLW 22) 
8.2 Preparing for the Presence: the patient prayer of waiting 
Intellectual darkness and a still immature view of prayer are parts of R.S.Thomas's early 
efforts of approaching the Presence. They form the phase of shedding the mental concepts 
and the thought-processes making up a man's effort to develop a philosophical idea of 
what God is. In the end God is not to be known, as the The Cloud of Unknowing states 
again and again, but only to be surrendered to. This process of ultimate surrender requires 
the suspension of all rational activity. It is this final stage that forms the subject of this 
chapter. A number of poems offer descriptions of what follows after the dark part of the 
road, or rather, after the darkness of the wrong road. It is never easy for R.S.Thomas to 
still the intellectual curiosity of his mind. Language, words and images, will keep welling 
up like a fountain. He is a poet by birth and cannot help obeying his inspiration. He has a 
great natural curiosity, and is not easily satisfied. His mind and his soul have to be read-
justed, or purged, as the mystics call it. In the first instance this process requires a good 
deal of mental discipline and ascesis. Underbill calls it "the training in the art of recollec-
tion, the concentration of thought, will and love upon the eternal realities." * What is 
expected from the would-be contemplative is a special state of inward poise, an attitude of 
attention, the "state of prayer". R.S.Thomas has discovered that he must give up his 
intellectual curiosity, his mental hunger for understanding and insight. This is the darkness 
he felt and went through, as described in the previous chapter. It took him into "the mood 
of humble and loving receptivity" (Underbill). 
8.2.1 Prayer is silence 
"Night after night I point my hands 
at the sky, a launching pad 
for my prayers to take off for their orbiting 
in immense space. What listener 
is this, who is always awake 
and says nothing? His breathing 
is the rising and falling of oceans 
on remote stars...." (ECH 39) 
A great many poems by R.S.Thomas are about prayer, praying and various praying 
attitudes. His descriptions of prayer-modes are often linked to more traditional, theistic 
views of God as in the opening quotation. Praying as calling upon God, as addressing 
Him and expecting answers (dialogue), as letting personal messages go out into the void 
of the universe, as sending out signals (monologue), presuppose an 'eavesdropper' as 
R.S.Thomas puts it. ' In fact all the traditional ideas about the ways people believe they 
ought to pray appear in his poetry in almost all volumes after PTA. The complaint about 
prayers being wasted for being unanswered is heard, too, in all volumes, as if he had 
never got over the irritation that bis words are not heard, let alone answered. "...This is/ 
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the long siege, the deafness/ of space." (ECH 117) It is the wrestling theme recurring 
regularly in different keys. Prayer continues to be thought of, at this stage, as mainly 
verbal. For good reasons the poem 'Emerging' (LAB 1) contains the key to R.S.Thomas's 
change of view of prayer and its function. 10 The poem itself sounds like a traditional 
prayer (God is addressed from the first line on; a monologue presuming to become a 
dialogue) but it is not. It is rather like a meditation in the ear of an imaginary listener: 
God. The poet does not argue with God, it is rather an elaborate exposition. There is no 
'prayerful disposition' here, but the poet tries to sound honest and familiar with the God 
whom he speaks to. The poem looks like a series of short notes for a lecture on the 
subject. 
"Not as in the old days I pray, 
God. My life is not what it was. 
...Once I would have asked 
healing. I go now to be doctored, 
...I would have knelt 
long, wrestling with you... 
...As though you were deaf, myriads 
of mortals have kept up their shrill 
cry, explaining your silence by 
their unfitness " 
This type of prayer has had its time, as 'The Moon in Lleyn' (LAB 30) stated. Both its 
manner and its purpose have no use for the spiritual progress of the praying person. 
Prayer is not speech-making or using formulas ('orisons' Thomas calls them). Prayer is 
not a verbal exercise any longer, nor is it meant to beg for favours or to praise God. The 
poet's idea of God has changed so radically that only one purpose is left: 
" It begins to appear 
this is not what prayer is about. 
It is the annihilation of difference, 
the consciousness of myself in you, 
of you in me;..." 
The first important step towards a more mature approach is made. The purpose is 'a 
consciousness of myself in you, of you in me'. In his autobiographical book The Echoes 
Return Slow " the poem beginning with "Conversation, soliloquy,/ silence - a des-
cending or an ascending/ scale?.." (ECH 115) is commented upon by the poet himself 
explaining the meaning: "His belief that prayer was in silence was the unswept room into 
which the seven devils of rationalistic thought would come crowding." (ECH 114). The 
remark is interesting because he admits ( with an unambiguous and ironic reference to 
Matthew 13:43-45) that his faith and his prayer-in-silence are constantly thwarted by his 
reason asking questions and keeping doubt and darkness alive. In the gospel-passage more 
unclean spirits re-occupy the house after it had been cleaned and swept. The cleaner the 
house, the bigger the number of spirits that tend to re-appear. So the process of 'purifica-
tion' has its hazards. Reaching silence and the state of consciousness makes for an un-
stable and insecure condition. The more inner silence is achieved, the stronger doubts and 
questioning return to haunt him. 
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In spite of all that, as we saw earlier, silence must be the top of an ascending order. After 
the discussion and the arguments, after the soliloquies daring God to make Himself known 
and answer his prayers, silence is the ultimate alternative. 
"But the silence in the mind 
is when we live best, within 
listening distance of the silence 
we call God. This is the deep 
calling to deep of the psalm-
writer, the bottomless ocean 
we launch the armada of 
our thoughts on, never arriving..." 
(CNT 50) 
Silence is recognized as the most important condition to enable him to 'hear' God's silent 
speaking. The image is impressive: the two silences "within listening distance " from each 
other. "Deep calling to deep" is an image R.S.Thomas took from Psalm 42:9, where, in 
his interpretation, 'deep' silence is described following a deafening roar of waters. There 
is no place nor use for loud thoughts, aggressive reasonings or haunting intellectual pro-
blems: all these are drowned in the sea of silence. After the first eight lines the sonnet is 
completed by the sestet in true R.S.Thomas style: 
'It is a presence, then, 
whose margins are our margins; 
that calls us out over our 
fathoms. What to do 
but draw a little nearer to 
such ubiquity by remaining still?" 
(ib.) 
This is his conclusion: he feels called by a Presence with Whom he feels he has something 
in common. The description of this process of getting nearer is best expressed in a 
paradox: nearness is achieved by not moving. Ubiquity is a word Thomas finds fascina-
ting; it is used half a dozen times in his poems, like "the ubiquity of your presence" (NPS 
178), "you were ubiquitous in its explanations" (FRQ 32), "the ubiquity of a vast 
concern" (FRQ 39). It refers in fact to the idea that God is working, unseen but powerful-
ly, in all creation; He is all-pervading, as BEING itself He is present everywhere. He is 
present in his creation as a poet is in his poems. 
Prayer is no longer an effort to 'obtain' whatever is needed. It has no object anymore. It 
is a state of mind, a condition one suddenly finds oneself in, full of calm and anticipation. 
The crossing into the new sphere is gradual but steady. R.S.Thomas is quite familiar with 
this difficult form of spiritual simplicity. One has the impression, (torn the earlier stages 
of his published work, that this mood of receptivity comes not without a certain effort on 
his part; in other words, although he is a born mystic with this sense of awe and openness 
towards whatever It is that he is allowed to approach, his mental searches have to be 
forcibly stopped first. "The mood should be changed to the passive," he wrote himself 
('Adjustments' FRQ 29). For he realizes that only in that frame of mind 'nearness' 
becomes a possibility. This is what he wants: "..fill myself with my own silence...." 
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('The Presence' BHN 107). He denies that he is a mystic (in that enlightened and 
protestant sense of the word) for he says, he is a man of words, a poet who cannot be 
silent and insists on his freedom to create poetry. But he certainly is one in another 
sense.12 From what he reveals about himself one can build up the following picture. His 
frame of mind consists of a mixture of 1. a deep hunger for intellectual analysis, 2. an 
inborn urgency to articulate his emotions and insights in poetry, and 3. an equally radical 
desire to surrender to whatever he sees as the Ground of Being. It is his view that " true 
mystics should never try to convey what they have experienced." " However, since he 
feels that he must write and that nobody has the right to prevent him from doing just that, 
he believes he is no mystic according to his personal idea of what a mystic must be like: 
he cannot be one, nor does he want to be one. A true mystic, he concludes, has "some 
sort of access to Ultimate Reality" but should not try telling others about it. Moreover, he 
believes that "a mystic does not need nature". He thinks that a mystic can and does with-
draw into complete isolation and have his or her visions. Thomas finds that he cannot do 
without nature, so again he concludes that he cannot be a true mystic. " This curious 
opinion is not shared by real mystics. There is no need for them at all to withdraw. The 
true mystic has always managed to live with a combination of vision and active life. " 
The way towards full experience of the Presence has been described so often as happening 
in stages or phases. " I believe it can be demonstrated from the poems that Thomas has 
experienced several of them without perhaps realizing that they were in fact stages. Some 
of them run through his poetry simultaneously, but can easily be recognized. Darkness, 
feelings of being alone, doubts and irritations all belong to that stage known as 'puri-
fication'. He has gone through them, or one should rather say, he goes through them 
again and again. There are 'purification' themes throughout his entire poetry, even up to 
the most recent. 
Anthony Conran points to the very fact of these stages in the development of what he calls 
R.S.Thomas's life of contemplation: 'R.S.Thomas as a mystical Poet' 17 He quotes (by 
heart) five stages as described by St John of the Cross, but puts them alongside the three 
stages as offered by the English medieval poem Piers Plowman: Do-well (the active life), 
Do-better (the contemplative life) and Do-best (the apostolic life, e.g. of the great saints). 
Whichever way one chooses, he finds the poems of 'illumination' unique, as they are 
filled with the sense of God's presence or near-presence. Conran ends his article by 
wondering how conscious R.S. Thomas himself is of being part of a contemplative tradi-
tion. In line with what Thomas himself says about this Conran finds that Thomas does not 
care much for the medieval and counter-Reformation masters. He rather believes that 
T.S.Eliot has been the channel through which a great deal of contemplative wisdom has 
entered the twentieth century, and R.S.Thomas's consciousness. "The best joumey to 
make/ is inward. It is the interior/ that calls. Eliot heard it.." ('Groping' FRQ 12) 
The poem that sums up this prayer of silence in the simplest and most beautiful of words 
is CNT 45 (first stanza); the very opposite of the poem that opened this section: 
"The withholding 
even of a request 
that he remark my 
silence: that was prayer. " 
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The brevity of a 'haiku' combined with the utmost simplicity of words defines its essence: 
the poem is the prayer. Even the poet's silence must go unobserved. This is the purest 
form of Christian humility. For it is a deep believer whose fourteen words make up this 
impressive definition. "He" in line 3 is at the other end and the poet resists the temptation 
of "a syntactical/ compulsion to incorporate/ him in the second person." (CNT 15) In 
other words, there is no "Thou" person to be addressed. Yet Thomas cannot entirely 
escape his Christian background. 'He' (line 3) refers to a person, 'someone' able to 
remark, and from whom some degree of attention might be expected. Although the poet 
yearns for this, he gives up the very hope. This is 'passiveness' in its purest form, and 
'silence' at its deepest. Silence is the perfect prayer and the best preparation for the 
experience of the Presence. 
8.2.2 Waiting as a Ufe 's programme 
There are three poems carrying the title 'Waiting', two of which concern us here: 
'Waiting' (FRQ 32) and 'Waiting' (BHN 83). " I quote the relevant passages from both: 
" Now 
in the small hours 
of belief the one eloquence 
to master is that 
of the bowed head, the bent 
knee, waiting, as at the end 
of a hard winter 
for one flower to open 
on the mind's tree of thorns." (BHN 83) 
" Young 
I pronounced you. Older 
I still do, but seldomer 
now, leaning far out 
over an immense depth, letting 
your name go and waiting, 
somewhere between faith and doubt, 
for the echoes of its arrival. " 
(FRQ 32) 
The first quotation need not necessarily be restricted to the spiritual life; it may regard the 
intellectual efforts of the poet's mind as well. 'Belief however, whose role has almost 
ended, may suggest that the poet turns to the spiritual way of 'waiting' rather than to the 
mental efforts. The second quotation is a perfect description of the history of his soul. 
'Letting your name go and waiting...for the echoes of its arrival.' It is still the old way of 
saying a (monologue) prayer: drawing God's attention. But that is how he learned the 
hard way that waiting is the important factor. 
Waiting involves the position of the body as well as of the mind. Thomas the priest knows 
the value of 'kneeling' as an attitude, indeed it is an integral part of his vocation as a 
priest 'to be on his knees'. Very early on he discovered the significance of silence as a 
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preparation for spiritual progress. Kneeling together with being silent inspire him to be 
passively attentive, to wait. The poem 'Kneeling' (FLW 32) ends with the line "The mea-
ning is in the waiting. " It concludes a poem describing the silence after a church service 
when priest and congregation have completed their worship and wait for an answer from 
the Worshipped, which can be seen as the climax of their being together, perhaps waiting 
for a moment of ecstasis. The meaning of their being together is in the waiting; priest and 
congregation are there to be 'the waiting people'. 
In this spiritual sense waiting is not an exercise in patience, like waiting for a person to 
appear, or for the train to arrive. Indeed, an effort is needed to keep it up. Waiting is an 
essential part of the make-up of man's soul: "You have to imagine/ a waiting that is not 
impatient/ because it is timeless" (ECH 81). It is not an endless and boring succession of 
empty moments. It is a permanent timeless openness towards fulfilment just as we find in 
"..but the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting.." (T.S. Eliot: East Coker, 
1.126). Waiting (without an object) involves the Christian virtues, indeed, crowns them. It 
can, no doubt, be described as the essence of mysticism: the mystical state of passive wai-
ting for the union with God. His is the initiative. The poem 'Questions' (LPS 193) echoes 
the same experience and is more explicit. It almost literally picks up the thread of 
'Kneeling' and continues the line of thought: 
"Prepare yourself for the message. 
Are you prepared? 
Silence. 
Silence is the message. 
The message is wait...." 
This is the point of kneeling: it produces the attitude of silence for the message that 
waiting is the only and most sensible thing the person can do to prepare himself. Kneel-
ing, as a physical posture, makes any further physical movement impossible. It enables 
the subject to concentrate spiritually. Lying down, prostration, " would not have the 
same effect, since it is too easily identified with 'preparing for sleep'. Standing upright is 
quite often the initial stage of an action, like speaking or singing, addressing a congrega-
tion or an audience, or even walking. Sitting, too, is an apt position for meditation, but 
does not prevent nodding off. Kneeling is a conscious effort to preclude all those actions 
and to express the purpose of spiritual openness. Indeed, it prevents any, even the 
slightest, temptation to give sleep and lower consciousness a chance. One cannot go to 
sleep on one's knees. 
The poem quoted at the end of the passage on prayer (CNT 45; see p. 142) has a second 
stanza which is the perfect poetic illustration of what is said here about waiting. 
"I waited upon 
him as a mirror 
in its anonymity 
waits upon absence.' 
As in the poem 'Perhaps' the mirror image is used in full force. After the prayer of 
silence comes the waiting, or should one say: the silence IS the waiting? The perfect 
metaphor for waiting is the mirror. A mirror does not itself generate a picture or reflec-
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tìon. It is neutral, anonymous, open and blank of itself. It is pure 'expectation', 'waiting', 
reflecting an absence, waiting for a presence. In CNT 12 R.S.Thomas uses the phrase 'the 
virginity of mirrors': with nothing to reflect yet. When talking about the impossibility for 
the human mind of reading God's mind he describes them as 'two mirrors echoing/ one 
another', so reflecting nothing. No wonder that in 'The Presence' (BHN 107) the mirror 
image is used (as a double metaphor) for the water in which God/Narcissus admires 
himself. "What is water but mirror?" (CNT 18) The 'virgin mirror' is to be filled with 
God's picture. That is what the poet is after: to be that mirror. Until the moment God 
presents himself to the human mind/mirror, the mirror waits in openness and willingness. 
In short, it symbolizes the attitude of Christian humility. 'Kneeling' (FLW 32) must be 
quoted here again for it describes a comparable experience in a completely different 
setting. The poet is inside a church, but he is not alone. The service has just ended, the 
congregation is still present in the pews, the priest is still in the sanctuary. 
"Moments of great calm, 
Kneeling before an altar 
Of wood in a stone church 
In summer, waiting for the God 
To speak; the air a staircase 
For silence: the sun's light 
Ringing me, as though I acted 
A great rôle. And the audiences 
Still; all that close throng 
Of spirits waiting, as I, 
For the message..." 
This is one of the few poems describing a situation inside a church with a congregation 
present, which has no tone of irritation or disappointment. The centre is the kneeling 
priest, all the others present, visible and invisible, watching him with the sun's halo 
around him. The preparation is the same, the event has the same serenity, but the outcome 
and the purpose of the poem are different. Priest and congregation wait for God's answer 
to their service in silence. It is not to come. The priest knows it, and provides God with 
an alibi: it would be premature for God to speak. Waiting is the human attitude over -
against a God who is so different from what they can imagine. 
'..there is this struggle to balance off the urgency of one's own need for 
revelation with the need for patience. God, reality, whatever it is, is not 
going to be forced, it is not going to be put to the question, it works in 
its own time. I suppose one projected this image of oneself kneeling, 
either en-tering a moorland, a lonely bare moorland, or entering a village 
church and just waiting but nothing happening. And out of this, of 
course, comes the feeling that perhaps this is all one is required to do. It 
is the Milton idea, isn't it, that they also serve who only stand and 
wait?" M 
8.3 The gates to the Presence 
'Gates' are experiences through which the subject enters a higher level of spiritual 
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consciousness. The word is used by R.S.Thomas in the Lethbridge interview when he ex­
plains that there are more ways of entering that state of consciousness of the divine than 
just Nature. 21 Referring to the impressive musical performances at the service of 
'Evensong' in beautiful cathedrals and college chapels the interviewer questions Thomas 
about his own experience and about his statement that he cannot worship in an ugly place. 
Where, in a religious experience, does beauty come in? He answers that, according to 
Pseudo-Dionysius, beauty is an ingredient of God: where there is no beauty, God is 
absent. "I do accept this. I think that beauty is one of the great ingredients and that it is 
obviously one of the gates through which we people can have access to The Presence. " He 
repeats the same words when talking about Mozart, Beethoven and Bach. 
Martin Buber, in his study Ich und Du, describes the way the Eternal One transpires 
through the world around, so as to reveal the Eternal Thou to the beholder of Creation 
(see 5.4) и This revelation takes place by way of certain 'gates' he distinguishes, three 
fields or spheres of reality. Gates is the name he gives to those realities around Τ which 
call forth a personal 'thou' relationship: Nature, Human beings, and Spiritual Realities. 
As soon as the personal element is there, the Eternal Thou begins to transpire and to be 
recognized. A certain intimacy starts to develop. R.S.Thomas's poems show that two out 
of the three gates described by Buber are, indeed, for him 'gates towards the intimacy 
with the Eternal One'. 
From the poems it is clear that the poet prepares for God to become transparent in order 
to achieve the form of unity which requires that perfect passivity that is reached by silence 
and waiting. R.S.Thomas's ways towards the divine intimacy, his personal gates, are two 
in particular: Nature and Beauty (one of Buber's spiritual realities). 
8.3.1 Nature and Being 
Although Thomas denies his mystical inclination or calls it 'nothing much', his relation­
ship with nature, as was shown in chapter Five, is the decisive factor guiding him on the 
road towards God. The Maes-yr-Onnen experience was a mystical experience if ever there 
was one, and may correctly be called the contemplation of immanence. a The stage of 
further spiritual illumination is clearly recognizable. Underbill describes the experience in 
so many words: '....all the nature-mystic's joyous consciousness of God in crea­
tion...belongs to the way of illumination. " M So his own presence in nature, his daily 
walks and observations of wood, sea and sky, his bird-watching and fishing are as many 
gates towards the awareness of the Presence, transparent, immanent and unseen but felt, 
and stimulating this particular attitude of prayer. Watching nature and praying coalesce 
into the attitude of waiting for the Presence. 
'Sea Watching' (LAB 64) is the key poem: its poetic framework is provided by one of his 
lifelong passions, bird watching. Endless hours are spent every day in watching the 
migrating birds fly overhead, or alight together to rest and feed and prepare for the next 
stage of their flight. The poem is dealt with in three sections: 
1. "Grey waters, vast 
as an area of prayer 
that one enters. Daily 
over a period of years 
I have let the eye rest on them. 
Was I waiting for something? 
147 
Nothing but that continuous waving 
that is without meaning 
occurred " 
The stage is being set for the experience. The opening line has a faint ring of Genesis 1:2 
about it: the Spirit of God hovering over the waters can be expected any moment. The 
incessant movement of the sea-waves has no meaning as such, but it is the symbol of 
waiting for something unexpected to happen. The hovering of the timeless spirit, too, was 
a preparation for the Word of Creation. As Joseph Haydn illustrates in Die Schöpfung 
when the soft murmur of violins is suddenly torn and shattered by the deafening orchestral 
explosion on the word 'light'. Thomas knows what it is like to watch out for something 
rare, that never comes: waiting is only natural. Of course, God is the rare bird he is 
waiting for, preparing for, keeping his eyes open for: 
2. " Ah, but a rare bird is 
rare. It is when one is not looking, 
at times one is not there 
that it comes. You must wear your eyes out, 
as others their knees " 
Here comes the transition, smooth and logical: watching birds and using his eyesight do 
the same thing for him as kneeling. Both create the prayerful disposition. He even 
considered it his personal vocation: he had been called to be the one-who-waits for God's 
Self-revelation. 
" I became the hermit 
of the rocks, habited with the wind 
and the mist. There were days, 
so beautiful the emptiness 
it might have filled, 
its absence was as its presence, 
not to be told any more, 
so single my mind 
after its long fast, 
my watching from praying." 
' I f stands for whatever he is on the look-out for, the rare bird that no one will ever see. 
But even the enormous emptiness of the sea and the sky without "it" is beautiful and 
impressive, because "it" might have filled it. The poet is waiting, and will be waiting for 
the rest of his living days, for such is the meaning of his life: watching (in its double 
meaning) grows into waiting for the Eternal One to reveal Himself, into expectation, and 
then grows into prayer. 
Nature is an obvious gate to the Presence for both Buber and R.S.Thomas. One wonders 
if R.S.Thomas's experience of nature, his lifelong daily walks having familiarized him 
with it, is always the immediate 'contemplation of immanence'. God - when contemplated 
- is for him the God of Creation, of Eden, of Abercuawg, the source of 'being'. R.S. 
Thomas's personal experience of nature is first and foremost one of the unity of being. ъ 
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It is curious that Thomas's reflexions on nature should so often end in conclusions about 
'being', while he obviously shares with nature what it is that makes them, him and it, 
timeless like and through the God that created them both. M 
1 mentioned 'Abercuawg', that place where the cuckoos sing. The poem of that name is in 
FRQ 26 (not reprinted in LPS); there is also the address of that name given at the 1976 
National Eisteddfod (English translation SLPR 155-166). In both poem and speech the 
emphasis is on the timeless ideal that it expresses. There is no place that embodies it, no 
Eden. Both address and poem open with the question: 'Abercuawg, where is it?" It cannot 
be anywhere because it is an ideal yet to be fulfilled: the ideal world, where everything 
and everybody is seen for what they are: essential Creation. Abercuawg is not a matter of 
'being' but of 'becoming'. (The address mainly deals with linguistic matters, as is usually 
done at eisteddfods). The poem is more precise about what the poet is after when 
contemplating nature: 
"I am a seeker 
in time for that which is 
beyond time, that is everywhere 
and nowhere; no more before 
than after, yet always 
about to be..." 
The same thing happens in the poem 'A Thicket in Lleyn' describing an experience in a 
wood on one of his daily excursions. Although he was standing still among the trees, the 
birds did not mistake him for a tree. He had hoped that they would, and would perch on 
him, but they did not because he had no food on him. They ignored him instead: 
"..leaving me to reflect on the answer 
to a question I had not asked...." 
If he was not accepted by the birds as a part of nature, who was he then? 
"A repetition in time of the eternal 
I AM." Say it. Don't be shy. 
Escape from your mortal cage 
in thought..." 
This is what nature teaches him: 'being' is what connects all, including the One who said 
'I am' for the very first time. The poet tells himself to repeat it aloud; there is no 
blasphemy in it. Being is 'in time what is beyond time, that is everywhere and nowhere. ' 
Being in nature and feeling the connection is the gate for his thinking about the truth of 
life, towards 'BEING', the Presence without face, felt rather than seen, believed in rather 
than analysed. 
8.3.2 Beauty, an ingredient of God 
In a number of poems the ideas of 'truth' and 'beauty' are used in opposition to one 
another, as in: 
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'..One thing I have asked 
of the disposer of the issues 
Of life: that truth should defer 
To beauty. It was not granted." 
(H'M 2). 
Truth is meant as reality appealing to human intellectual activities, beauty as reality ap-
pealing to the human senses. R.S.Thomas leaves no doubt which appeals stronger to him: 
it is the beauty of this world, as created by God; the innocent beauty of the first day of 
creation, according to the Maes-yr-Onnen experience. Beauty is a spiritual reality (Buber) 
that appeals more to him than the reality of truth, which is a less transparent gate to him. 
Truth is understood by him as 'imaginative truth' the way it is used by poets: as a source 
of creativity in its own right. It is the Coleridgean idea, which - in his view - is the 
highest means known to the human psyche of getting into contact with 'ultimate reality'. 
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 But even that form of truth has to give way to beauty, which is in the ear and the eye 
of the beholder. It is the eye, and the beauty of the visible world touching him so deeply, 
which win. Beauty is his favourite gate to the Presence. 
"You must wear your eyes out, 
as others their knees* 
('Sea-Watching' LAB 64) 
draws attention to what he prefers above all else: looking at people, looking at Nature and 
its beauty. The sense of beauty has been with him all his life; even his earliest reminiscen-
ces are full of sensual impressions (chapter Four). His search for truth, although sincere, 
was never fully satisfying. He was not a great reader when young; his later studies were 
mainly motivated by their practical usefulness for his sermons. And yet 
"Memories of the learning he had neglected drove him to efforts to catch 
up. Imaginary congregations in enlightened parishes hovered above the 
heads of his peasants. But the fields were too strong. The woods were 
holier than a cathedral." (ECH 26) 
There is also the beauty of music. Apart from mentioning music occasionally in his poems 
- César Franck, Beethoven - be has an ear for the great religious works of past ages. 
Mozart's Requiem and Bach's St Matthew Passion and В minor Mass are mentioned as 
great favourites, especially when heard inside cathedrals. He was impressed by occasional 
grandiose performances of the great works by Mozart, Bach or Beethoven. But he is 
admittedly no man of the grand style. Although he feels the divine Presence reflected and 
indicated when attending such performances, his is the simple and quiet way. He will 
always prefer the country and its natural beauty, and the directness of simple art. In the 
poem 'Praise' (WAY 19) Thomas uses the beauty of music as the leading metaphor for 
Nature as the gate towards the awareness of God's presence. The moment he feels over­
awed by God's power, it is the simplicity of Nature's beauty that restores the balance: 
"I praise you because 
you are artist and scientist 
in one. When I am somewhat 
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fearful of your power, 
your ability to work miracles 
with a set-square, I hear 
you murmuring to yourself 
in a notation Beethoven 
dreamed of but never achieved. 
You run off your scales of 
rain water and sea water, play 
the chords of the morning 
and evening light, sculpture 
with shadow, join together leaf 
by leaf, when spring 
comes, the stanzas of 
an immense poem. You speak 
all languages and none, 
answering our most complex 
prayers with the simplicity 
of a flower, confronting 
us, when we would domesticate you 
to our uses, with the rioting 
viruses under our lens. " 
The poet returns to the observations of his youth: the simple beauties of nature (a single 
flower) where God is seen and heard at work. Again God is enjoying himself, adoring 
himself, he "is murmuring to himself", like Narcissus. He adores himself in the beauties 
of the world. God uses the unimpressive, simple flower as his language. He speaks in it. 
Even what is hidden to the eye, the microcosm, speaks of His powerful presence. The 
scales of rain ('re'?) and sea ('C'?) water, together with the light and the emerging shapes 
of trees and branches in spring all form one continuous poem of praise, a conventional but 
honest metaphor in the Traherne or Andrew Young traditions. He is more than willing to 
give up the urban surroundings with the elaborate and ample cultural activities for the 
benefit of the country and its 'simple basic worship'. There is a paradox here, too. On the 
one hand he recognizes beauty, both of nature and, for instance, the liturgy, M and feels 
attracted by them; in line with this, he has always blamed the protestant attitude of doing 
away with the beautiful and the emotional and making religion into a cerebral, rational 
and cold affair. But he prefers the protestant, non-conformist way of worship, simple and 
unadorned. Yet, he calls protestantism : "..the adroit castrator, of art; the bitter negation 
of song and dance and the heart's innocent joy. You have botched our flesh and left us 
only the soul's terrible impotence in a warm world. " ('The Minister' SNG 32) 
"Instead of the altar 
the pulpit. Instead 
of the bread the fraction 
of the language. And God 
a shadow of himself 
on a blank wall. Their prayers 
are a passing of hands 
over their brows as though 
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in an effort to wipe sin 
off. Their buildings 
are in praise of concrete 
and macadam. Frowning 
upon divorce, they divorce 
art and religion. 
Ah, if one flower 
had been allowed to grow 
between the wall 
and the railings as sacrament 
of renewal. Instead 
two cypresses ail 
there, emaciated as the bodies 
of the thieves upon Calvary, 
but with no Saviour between them." 
This fragment is from an uncollected poem 'Bleak Liturgies' " in which the loss of 
beauty from religious practice is lamented. It has been his lifelong complaint. The absence 
of beauty blocks the way to the Creator. Nothing inside these buildings (mostly con-
conformist chapels, his pet hate) reminds him of the beauty which is an ingredient of 
God. Although he finds the non-conformist places of worship hideous places of darkness, 
and he would never dream of becoming a non-conformist minister, yet he does admire the 
simplicity and straightforwardness of their manner of worship M and prefers it, from a 
purely spiritual point of view, to the abundance and grandiose style of high-Anglican 
liturgy celebrated in grand Gothic cathedrals. 
8.4 The experience of the Presence 
In spite of all personal statements to the contrary R.S.Thomas is a mystic in the theologi-
cal sense: the human being, so overwhelmingly aware of 'Being', that he cannot live 
without some form of contact with 'It'. His poems relate the story of all his endeavours, 
all the ways and means to achieve that one thing in his life: 'the pearl of great price' 
('The Bright Field') for which everything else must be sold and given up. The need for 
revelation was, and probably still is, a daily experience for him. I have chosen four key 
poems to illustrate and prove my point. 
l.'Llananno' (LAB 62) describes what Underbill calls "the intuitive contact with mat 
ultimate reality which theologians mean by Godhead and philosophers by the Absolute." 
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 The poem describes a moment when, without any strain or effort, the poet finds 
himself embraced or approached by the Presence. I quote the whole poem in two parts: 
'I often call there. 
There are no poems in it 
for me. But as a gesture 
of independence of the speeding 
traffic I am part 
of, I stop the car, 
turn down the narrow path 
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to the river, and enter 
the church with its clear reflection 
beside it " 
This first half is the setting for the experience. The preparation is very detailed. These 
particulars, which give the story a great deal of authenticity, remind one of the detailed 
way the Maes-yr-Onnen experience was described. M It is almost like a Aimed sequence 
of action shots: turning off the main road, stopping the car, getting out, walking down the 
path, entering the porch. As soon as the poet has entered, hearing the river flowing 
alongside the church, it is the interior which overwhelms him. Even here is a 'mirror' 
effect in the reflection of the building in the water that flows under its walls. 
"...There are few services 
now; the screen has nothing 
to hide. Face to face 
with no intermediary 
between me and God,and only the water's 
quiet insistence on a time 
older than man, I keep my eyes 
open and am not dazzled, 
so delicately does the light enter 
my soul from the serene presence 
that waits for me till I come next. " 
The curious thing is how the word 'often' in the first line rhymes with 'till I come next' 
in the last. This is not a thing that happened once, something unique in a life-time, but a 
regular experience which can, obviously, be had any time he enters that church beside the 
river. The pronoun Τ is used frequently in his poetry, whereas in interviews and articles 
R.S.Thomas is very careful to use a modest 'one' as soon as personal experiences come 
up. "Face to face" is exactly the phrase he used in that other poem describing the impossi­
bility for any mortal being to have its own 'Pniel', to 'see' God. ('Waiting* FRQ 32). 
"No intermediary' is the description Thomas himself gives of the experience of the true 
mystic which he emphatically denies to be. In his view it is the very difference between 
the poet and the mystic. That explains line 2: "there are no poems in it". That is the 
reason why he does not describe the experience itself: what did he see, how came it to 
him, how long did it take? The poem does no more than state those facts which would be 
visible to anyone sitting beside him in the pew, except for the line "..so delicately does 
the light enter my soul from the serene presence". In the Maes-yr-Onnen experience he 
described in abundant detail what the experience was all about: he had a story to tell 
afterwards. Here is nothing to tell, no poem, no article. But it should be called a mystical 
experience all the same. One is faced here with a subtle paradox in R.S.Thomas's reli­
gious poetry. One the hand one ought to describe his spiritual experiences as mystical in 
the true sense of the word; on the other he cannot describe them, even if he wanted to. It 
is wholly in line with what is described by mystical writers as the in-expressibility of 
mystical experiences. 'I keep my eyes open and I am not dazzled..* suggests the kind of 
vision without any verbal communication known as 'contemplation'. "The light enters my 
soul" is the climax of the poem, of the experience rather, and the momentary end to all 
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darkness that - at other moments - blocks his ascent towards God in such a frustrating 
way. 
Three more poems should be quoted describing similar 'events' on other occasions. They 
have the same quiet balance, that complete lack of nervousness or excitement, that 
atmosphere of serenity. 
2. The second poem 'The Moor', a key poem already quoted in chapter Four. There is no 
need to reproduce it again in full here, but the initial stage of the experience is almost a 
literal repeat: 
"It was like a church to me. 
I entered it on soft foot, 
Breath held like a cap in the hand. 
It was quiet. 
What God was there made 
himself felt..." 
(PTA 24) 
It wasn't a church he entered here, but for the rest the experience was ideática!: just a 
moistening of the eye, no prayers, stillness of the passions, the mind's activity stopped. 
The general atmosphere is absolutely the same. 
3. The third poem is again set inside a church: 'In a Country Church' (SNG 114). и 
Again the priest is kneeling inside his church: 
'To one kneeling down no word came, 
Only the wind's song, saddening the lips 
Of the grave saints, rigid in glass; 
Or the dry whisper of unseen wings, 
Bats not angels, in the high roof. 
Was he balked by silence? He kneeled long, 
And saw love in a dark crown 
Of thorns blazing, and a winter tree 
Golden with fruit of a man's body." 
This again is a description of the process of 'filling himself with his own silence'. 
Kneeling is the posture of waiting and expectation (p. 144). The phrase "No word came" 
can only mean one thing: there was no answer to his prayers, no word of revelation. 
WARD (34), calling this 'a nodal spiritual poem', suggests that it means that the poet was 
reduced to silence, tried in vain to find words. But there is no doubt that here it means: 
no revelation reached him, no God speaking, the recurring theme in R.S.Thomas. 
Moreover, there is the biblical parallel: '..and the word came to.." e.g. in 1 Kings 19:9, 
meaning a revelation of the Lord was given to a prophet. M So no revelation, no verbal 
signal from God. Lots of other, natural sounds can be heard, but they do not disturb the 
silence within. The first stanza as a whole is 'auditory', aural: the creation and main­
taining of silence is seen as the condition for the next stage, described in the second 
stanza, which is 'visual', or 'visionary' rather. The silence is said not to annoy him, it is 
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felt as meaningful, it prepares the way for the vision of the dark crown of thorns, blazing 
(but not consuming, the Burning Bush story again) which is seen on the head of the man 
on the golden (radiant) wintertree (no leaves, only bare wood). There is a faint echo of 
'the fruit on the Tree of Eden', and perhaps a reference to "and now is Christ risen from 
the dead, and become the first fruits of them that slept." (ICor. 15:20) His open eyes are 
not blinded. He sees love. There is, of course, no description of the Presence, but the 
visual details (forms, colours) are remarkable. 
4. Finally, in LAB 32 we find the poem that is perhaps the most explicit of all in de-
scribing the poet's experience of the Presence. Its title, 'Suddenly' is also used for the 
poem (LPS 201) that was dealt with in chapter Four. 'Suddenly' can be read as a sequel 
to 'Llananno', where his visits often lead in order to 'be with the Presence'. This poem, 
too, is quoted in two parts. 
"As I had always known 
he would come, unannounced, 
remarkable merely for the absence 
of clamour. So truth must appear 
to the thinker; so, at a stage 
of the experiment, the answer 
must quietly emerge. I looked 
at him, not with the eye 
only, but with the whole 
of my being, overflowing with 
him as a chalice would 
with the sea " 
These first twelve lines describe the spiritual experience in its main features: the event is 
unexpected, happens in a flash, without noise of any kind. It is there, out of the blue, like 
a sudden insight a philosopher may have, or like the unexpected result of a long and 
uneventful experiment for a scientist in the solitude of his laboratory. The Presence, 'He', 
happens, masters, overwhelms. The poet has no control over what happens; he cannot 
contain nor comprehend the reality that presents itself to him. "I looked at him" leaves no 
doubt that the experience is quite personal; "with my whole being" underlines the 
massiveness of feeling that emanates from the Presence, so much so that the poet feels 
enveloped, wrapped in The Presence. 'Seeing' is not meant in the physical sense because 
there is no picture. The impression has unearthly features: time and place have lost 
validity. The Presence 'is' not 'anywhere' nor is there any duration: it is the eternal Here 
and Now: 
" Yet was he 
no more there than before, 
his area occupied 
by the unhaloed presences. 
You could put your hand 
in him without consciousness 
of his wounds. The gamblers 
at the foot of the unnoticed 
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cross went on with 
their dicing; yet the invisible 
garment for which they played 
was no longer at stake, but worn 
by him in this risen existence. " 
Now even the Name of the Presence is known as He manifests Himself: He is the One on 
the cross, but in a different condition, 'in a place' but not really there, with a body, but 
transparent and intangible. This is the only poem in which one and the same person is 
named both as the One-on-the-Cross and as the 'Risen One'.35 The things described in 
the poem are outside time and physical limitation. The point of the poem is not the poet's 
faith in the Presence, but the experience of being eye-to-eye with Him who lives. The 
context of the Crucifixion is important. The crucified man is seen as glorified. Resurrec-
tion is round the corner. 
8.5 R.S. Thomas and mystical experience 
R.S.Thomas's spiritual experience reveals the stage of maturity. It is clear from his poems 
that his quest for the God of Creation has developed into the spiritual journey that every 
mystic, every believer makes all the time and perseveringly. The poems quoted, particu-
larly in the last two chapters, are ample proof of a spirituality, based on what is nowadays 
gradually becoming known as 'Creation Spirituality'. 
To judge by what R.S.Thomas writes and says about 'mystical experiences' he does not 
think much of his own spiritual progress, witness the little poem (already quoted before) 
summarizing his personal religious intention. I find that it is a most appropriate poem to 
conclude this study, both from a literary and from a spiritual point of view. It is a literary 
model-poem of his own poetic aim: 
"A recurring ideal, I find, is that of simplicity. At times there comes the 
desire to write with great precision and clarity, words so simple and 
moving that they bring tears to the eyes, or if you like, as Wordsworth 
said, are 'too deep for tears'..." M 
His spiritual ideal is summed up in the idea that 'waiting for the God' is the meaning of 
life, and its essence. Its centre, its fundamental characteristic is formed by 'awe' and 
'humility'. 
"The withholding 
even of a request 
that he remark my 
silence: that was prayer. 
I waited upon 
him as a mirror 
in its anonymity 
waits upon absence.." 
(CNT 45) 
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For me this is the finest religious poem ever written by R.S.Thomas. 
'Awe' is the name for this basic attitude towards Nature as God's Creative Word. It is a 
prophetical religious attitude, fitting for a poet, and one which in this day and age is seen 
by many as the shape of religion in the years to come. It ought to be so in view of the 
heavy threat to Nature that has developed over the second half of the twentieth century. 
'Christian Cosmology' and 'Creation Spirituality' are seen as the new ground Christian 
theology will have to break, in the wake of Teilhard de Chardin, and guided by people 
like the American theologian Matthew Fox.37 
'Humility' is recognised in the poet's frequent use of the mirror imagery for the waiting 
attitude of the soul. The mirror can produce no images by itself. It has to wait until 
God/Narcissus comes to admire Himself in it. I am sure that later studies will reveal that 
the mirror imagery is central to R.S.Thomas's view of the created world. Awed silence-
in-humility makes the finest prayer. 
The brief poem on the very last page (63) of his volume Counterpoints epitomizes Tho-
mas's quest for God in his poetry. No impatient urge for intimacy is expressed, but a 
strong sense of the One-who-IS as the Distant One, and an overwhelming feeling of His 
Presence, a mature faith of a mature Christian, is put into words by a visionary poet. The 
hallmark of true religion, perhaps? 
I think that maybe 
I will be a little surer 
Of being a little nearer. 
That's all. Eternity 
Is in the understanding 
That that little is more than enough. 
N O T E S 
1. In the transcript of the recorded Lethbridge interview The Presence is spelled with 
capital letters twice in the same paragraph; this may be the interviewer's initiative 
owing to the emphasis with which the word was used. It is not clear if R.S.Thomas 
himself insisted on their use (o.c.p.52) 
2. R.S. Thomas at Seventy (Appendix) R.S.Thomas (4) 
3. Ormond p.55 
4. Lethbridge p.55 
5. Some direct allusions are found in NPS 194: 'The Bush'; CNT 21 'the bush of the 
imagination/ we have set on fire.' CNT 62 'somewhere/ within us the bush/ bums...* 
but there are many more indirect ones. 
6. J.Speme Weiland: Oriëntatie proved a lucid and most instructive guide in this field. 
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7. R.S.Thomas at Seventy (Appendix) R.S Thomas (4); for Tilhch's ideas on God as the 
Ground of Being, see: The Courage to Be chapter VI: 'Courage and Transcendence' 
(London, Fontana, 1973) originally published 1952. Excerpts from this book are also 
found ш Taylor/Ttllich. 
β. Evelyn Underbill: 77K· Essentials of Mysticism and other Esiays (London, Dent, 1920) 
ρ 15 
9. 'Revision' (EXP 69): '....How many of man's prayers assume an eavesdropping God?" 
'The pretences are done with. The eavesdropper at the door is a fiction....' (ECH 103) 
10. 'Emerging', the first of two poems with the same title (also FRQ 41), opens the 
volume LAB (1975) When LPS appeared m 1983 twenty-six poems of LAB had been 
left out, including this one. Although it must have been one of his favourites - he 
recorded it himself - be omitted it from the collection of his poems of the seventies for 
no apparent reason. Looking through the list of the other poems left out one notices 
that many are of a very personal nature That may have prompted him to make this 
selection the way he did. There must be more important motives behind these rejec­
tions, but who can tackle this problem without help of R.S.Thomas himself? 
11. The volume THE ECHOES RETURN SLOW, an autobiographical chronology of the 
main events of his life, containing sixty poems on the right hand pages, with cor­
responding prose passages on the left, was published by MacMillan, London m 1988. 
When the book appeared m 1988 the National Library of Wales m Aberystwyth filed its 
title as 'The Echoes return slowiy.' They were a little embarrassed to learn from a 
visiting foreigner thai the adjective bad no -ly ending See also PDR p. 130 about this 
technique of having two opposite pages in dialogue with each other, in Mane-Therese 
Castay's article 'The Self and the Other- the Autobiographical Element m the Poetry of 
R.S.Thomas.· 
12. Lethbridge p.47 
13. Lethbndge p.47 
14. Lethbndge ρ 48 
15. Underbill, о с p.23, where she quotes Ruysbroeck: "Then only is our life a whole, 
when contemplation and work dwell in us side by side, and we are perfectly m both of 
them at once.' 
16. Underbill o.c.pp.7-24; Steggink-Waaijman o.c.pp. 54-59 
17. Anthony Conran: "R.S.Thomas as a mystical poet" in Poetry Wales Vol.XlV-4 (1979) 
pp.11-25 
18. The third poem 'Waiting' appeared m Welsh Airs (WAT) in 1987. All 38 poems m this 
volume have a Welsh nationalist angle. This poem 'Waiting' describes the imminent 
flooding of Wales by immigrants. It has no relevance for the subject of this book at all. 
19 By prostration one is inevitably reminded of George Herbert's induction in Bemerton m 
1630, when, according to traditional ritual, he spent some tune alone locked inside the 
parish church When he failed to re-appear after a while he was discovered to be lying 
prostrate with outstretched arms m front of the altar. See the Introduction to A Choice 
of George Herbert's Verse (ed.R.S.Thomas) p. 13. 
20. Ormond p.51 
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21. Lethbridge p.52 
22. Waflijman, o.c.p.223 
23. "The contemplation of Immanence is complementary to the contemplation of Transcend­
ence....In the former He is seen as very near and very dear, closer to us than our most 
inward part." in: F.C.Happold o.c.p 88 
24. Underbill o.c.p. 18 
25. Ideas like these are found m his Unity address (The J.R.Jone* Memorial Lecture) given 
at University College Wales, Abertawe (Swansea), 9 December 1985 (Planet 70 
Aug/Sep 1988), particularly m the first part pp 29-34. 
26. Steggink-Waaijman o.c.p. 108 
27. Ormond p.54 
28. Ormond p.55 
29. Planet 80 (April/May 1990). The poem has recently been collected ш his latest volume 
•Mass for hard Times' (MHT 1992). 
30. Lethbridge ρ 51 
31. Underbill o.e.p.20 
32. SLPR p.44 
33. The volume Song at the Year's Turning (SNG) was published m 1955, with an 
introduction by John Berjeman. The volume contains 19 poems from STF (1946), 25 
from ACL (1952), the long epic poem, commissioned by the BBC 'The Minister' 
(1953) and 19 new poems, one of which is 'In a Country Church'. The volume 
contains poems from the period 1942-1954, the time he spent in Manafon. No account 
is given for the poems that had been left out. 
34. See T.S.Eliot: Choruses from 'The Rock' ΠΙ-1: "The Word of the Lord came unto me, 
saying:. " 
35. Elsewhere he calls the resurrection a metaphor, a presentation of imaginative truth. 
Poetry Wales, Vol.VII-4 (1972) p.53 
36. Words and the Poet SLPR p. 83 
37. Matthew Fox o.c.p.51. This is not an assessment of his significance as a theologian, 
which is outside my competence. But the shift of attention in his theology from fall and 
redemption to care of creation and human responsibility for the continued existence of 
this world and its life m all aspects (Conciliar Process) could mean a renewed impor­
tance of Christian thinking for the world as a whole. 
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POSTSCRIPT 
Religious poetry has turned a corner with R.S.Thomas. He is a fine poet for the sober and 
compellingly poetic strength of his work. He is an important poet for writing poetry 
which is worthy of the long tradition of English and Anglo-Welsh religious poetry. He is 
a great poet for having reshaped this tradition itself. During the second half of this century 
he has been the first to write religious, indeed mystical, poetry in a non-devotional and 
secular context. He has understood that a new religious awareness needs a new language 
to be adequately expressed. His journey to that goal has been a long one, but it has been 
clearly charted in his own work, almost from the very beginning. Traditional church 
language, the vocabulary of which is hardly ever found in his poetry, appeared to be stale 
by the time he was practising it among the hillfarmers. It was useless for the religious 
poems he felt coming. It is strongly symbolic that he had to learn a completely new 
language to be able to talk to those he ministered to, and to get the Christian message 
across. Moreover, his Welsh prose served him well in voicing his "intense idealism and 
patriotism". ' In his poems, however, he gradually withdrew from public affairs altoge-
ther, both ecclesiastical and political, in order to concentrate on the personal spiritual 
anguish concerning man's essential loneliness, as well as on the search for God on the 
intersections of time and eternity. 
Summing up, this study of R.S.Thomas's religious poetry first draws up a picture of a 
solitary man who feels simultaneously at home and lost in this world. Secondly, except 
for a few critics (Conran, Ward, Allchin, Phillips, Hooker) it must be stated that his 
religious poetry has not found the large readership it deserves, let alone been the object of 
criticism or public admiration. This may be due to the obvious fact that his religious voice 
is hardly recognizable by readers familiar with traditional religious, i.e. devotional verse. 
Thirdly, as this is poetry trying to be 'a mediation of religious sense in our time', through 
his own struggles ('wrestling' and 'stillness'), readers less familiar with mainstream 
Christianity may yet recognize their own quest for a view of life that can make sense. As 
he put it himself, his poems "speak of Christianity to a generation that has largely turned 
its back on such. " 2 
Allchin, in Praise above All \ points to the fact that within the Christian tradition of 
prayer and praise (via affirmativa) there has always been 'a way of negation of images 
which is a necessary complement and corrective to the way of affirmation'. Too much 
stress on the affirmation of God's glory might cause us to lose sight of the immeasurable 
inadequacy of every part of the created universe to represent fully the infinity of its 
Creator. Beginning with Dionysius Areopagita's mystical teaching * that the knowledge of 
God comes in a silence which is more than words; up to and including the 'dazzling dark-
ness' Henry Vaughan and the works of other continental mystics such as Ruysbroek and 
Meister Eckhart speak of, Allchin describes the tradition of radical refusal to use concepts 
and images as a way to approach God. It can be no surprise to anyone, after having read 
this study, that I firmly believe R.S.Thomas to be a worthy representative of that same 
tradition. 
However, after the traditional hegemony of the 'via affirmativa', or rather alongside it, 
the deep truth of the Cloud of Unknowing must be confirmed: "...of God himself can no 
man think." 5 In his religious poetry R.S.Thomas offers a perfect illustration of what the 
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Cloud prescribes in order to find God: it is a good thing to contemplate God's kindness 
and worth, but it is not the main way. "You are to step over it resolutely and eagerly, 
with a devout and kindling love, and try to penetrate that darkness above you. Strike that 
thick cloud of unknowing with the slurp dart of longing love, and on no account whatever 
think of giving up." Ronald Stuart Thomas is a mystic in his own right. Religious 
awareness in our time owes him a great deal. 
N O T E S 
1. Tony Brown: 'On the Sereni of Eternity. Some Aspects of R.S.Thomas's Prose.' This 
is the (translated) introduction to Pe Medrwn yr Iatlh, a collection of R.S.Thomas's 
writings in Welsh. 
2. The Poetry Book Society Bulletin 146 (Autumn 1990): Counterpoint was recommended 
by the society in November 1990. The quotation is from a brief article by R.S.Thomas, 
which begins 'It is heartening at this rather advanced stage of my life to find that the 
Poetry Book Society panel does not consider that the muse has completely forsaken me, 
or that my work has lost relevance." 
3. AUchin o.c.pp. 158-9 
4. The Cloud of Unknowing pp. 209-218 
5. The Cloud of Unknowing p.67 
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********************************** 
Appendix 
********************************** 
This is the full text of a radio broadcast, which has been unavailable until this moment. 
Although the programme was made more than a decade ago, it is worth reproducing it 
here for the following reasons: 
a. it should be available for future students of R.S.Thomas's work; 
b. although some of these remarks have been made on earlier occasions, notably in 
interviews and articles, many are new and complete our picture of R.S.Thomas as a 
writer; 
с it extends the amount of criticism, including several interesting and penetrating 
comments on his person and work in both positive and negative aspects. His strength as 
well as his weaknesses are dealt with by authoritative critics; 
d. a growing number of television and radio scripts, dealing with the field of literature, 
tend to get lost after being broadcast, owing to the specific nature of these media. Editors 
of literary journals should be aware of this and should try and publish texts which - by the 
nature of things - could only be seen and heard locally, but would for ever remain 
inaccessible and, indeed, unknown to interested experts outside the British Isles. 
R.S.THOMAS AT SEVENTY 
broadcast on BBC Radio 3 
7 December 1983 
BBC Announcer. Earlier this year the poet R.S.Thomas celebrated his 70th birthday. 
Now Kevin Crossley Holland presents R.S.Thomas at Seventy, an assessment of his work, 
with contributions from poets, critics, and from R.S.Thomas himself. It is with his voice 
that the programme begins. 
R.S.Thomas reads 'The Moon in Lleyn' (LAB 30). 
Presenter: "Religion is over" says R.S.Thomas. Christendom is dead. Yet the human 
hunger for spiritual brace is alive and growing and, given proper application, it can be 
satisfied. "You must remain kneeling.." In its simple imagery, contemplative tone and 
unflinching stem honesty this poem "The Moon in Lleyn" embodies a good deal of what I 
most admire in Thomas's work. Admire and have long admired. When I was student of 
nineteen and staying in Conway I purloined a car, survived an accident involving a sheep 
(so did the sheep I am glad to say) and drove over Snowdonia on a pilgrimage to the door 
of this tough-minded poet-priest in Eglwysfach. 
Thomas attracted attention from the start. His first full-scale volume Song at the Year's 
Turning published in 19SS and drawing on poems written during the previous thirteen 
years, carried an enthousiastic introduction by Sir John Betjeman, who commented on 
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how Thomas looked at man and nature in the light of eternity and how his feeling for 
descent gave his poetry a peculiar Welshness. This volume won plaudits all round, 
including Kingsley Amis's celebrated acclaim that Thomas was one of the half dozen best 
poets then writing in English. 
Almost thirty years later Thomas needs no such commendation in the sense that he is 
widely recognized as a poet of substance, a poet with an unmistakable identity. He is not 
unlike his countryman David Jones (Jones as a poet, not as a painter) in being an 
uncomfortable and uncompromising figure. But even among his admirers there are strong 
differences of opinion as to where Thomas's enduring strength really lies. Is it in his work 
about the suffering hill farmer? or in his poems about Wales? or is it his unflinching 
contemplation of the Godhead? Far from settling matters the passage of years seems only 
to make perspective and agreement more difficult. What is clear, however, is that 
Thomas's beginnings as a poet were powerfully rooted in a sense of place. 
Ronald Stuart Thomas was born in Cardiff in 1913. His father was a captain in the 
merchant navy and his family lived first in Liverpool until Thomas was five, and then in 
Holyhead. Thomas returned to South Wales to train as a theological student before being 
ordained into the Church of Wales. He told me how his sense of Wales really developed 
during the crucial years of his first curacy. 
R.S.Thomas (1): "I don't think that the sense of Wales came to me until I went as a 
curate to Chirk, which is on the edge of the Shropshire plain, with the Welsh hills rising 
to the West. And in order to get out of the parish at the end of the day I sort of took to 
putting up into the hills. I think that is how I gradually became aware of Wales as an 
entity. And after I had been a curate, because I wanted to get married and the vicar did 
not want a married curate, we had to look for a house and I found a charge right on the 
edge of the Cheshire border, which meant I had moved about fifteen miles to the East of 
the hills.lt suddenly struck me what I had done, and there was nothing for it but to start 
learning Welsh to get back into this entity which was Wales." 
Presenter: This talk of the hills, this sense of the physical landscape points to Thomas's 
obvious early strength, while the talk of language points to his most pressing dilemma. He 
is a poet moved by the look of the land, the actuality of earth, the crude earth he writes, 
the stern earth, the smell of ripe earth, patient earth, and the stiff sea of clods that glint in 
the wind. "The heart's roots are here, he writes.under the black soil". It took some time, 
though, and a move from Chirk to Henmar in old Flintshire, and from there to Thomas's 
first parish at Manafon in Montgomeryshire, for this powerful response to the land to find 
expression as poetry. Thomas can pinpoint the moment when he recognized his vocation 
was not only as a priest but as poet. 
R.S.Thomas(2): "I saw this man in the fields after I reached Manafon when I was 
visiting. It was to be the first autumn that I was in Manafon. I saw this labourer, and I 
came back and I wrote the poem and I felt I was in touch with something so strong and 
cruel and raw that I would have to try to say something about it." 
Presenter: This poem, probably the most anthologized of all Thomas's work, is 'A 
Peasant'. 
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RS.Tbomas reads 'A Peasanl' (STF 14) 
Presenter: It is above all this fictive figure of Iago Prytherch, the architypal peasant who 
dominates the bleak scenery of Thomas's early poetry. Poetry that has something of the 
reflective clarity and plain language of Edward Thomas, and may have been coloured by 
Patrick Kavanagh's poetry on the suffering hill farmer McGuire in 'The Great Hunger'. 
Prytherch travels through more than twenty years with his creator and Thomas observes 
him, pours scorn on him, lacerates him, pities him, reconciles himself to him. The poet 
Andrew Waterman traces Iago's pedigree. 
Andrew Waterman(l): "In all the poems about Prytherch Thomas is very well aware that 
he is reconducting a monologue rather than a dialogue. The peasant does not take much 
notice of what he is saying. There is one poem where Thomas allows Prytherch a fictive 
answer which begins "I don't know what you're talking about". And,indeed, I have won-
dered recently why Thomas gives the forename Iago to Prytherch. One can only assume 
that he calls Prytherch Iago Prytherch because the peasant is to the poet what his 
namesake was to Shakespeare's Othello who is tempted by external confusion and despair 
and who does not give any explanations. I mean, you know, demand me nothing what you 
know you know." 
Presenter: We should not get lost,though, in purely metaphysical explanations of the 
meaning of Iago Prytherch. Iago is a Welsh forename, and it is perfectly possible to see 
him in a Welsh context. I asked Robin Young, lecturer in English at the University of 
Aberystwyth, to relate Iago to Thomas's early thinking about Wales. 
Robin Young(l): "The whole point about Prytherch, I think, is that in the best of the 
Prytherch poems he is not attempting to talk back. He is simply there. He is a being about 
whom statements can be made. And, yet.of course about whom statements cannot be 
made because he is resolutely anti-aesthetic because he responds to nothing which the 
imagination of the poet in the first instance regarded as being a sort of Wales. To get 
back to the very root of what the Prytherch poems are about, one has to go back to 
Thomas's own account of his coming to Wales, an account which he gave in a radio 
broadcast. He talks about how he was frequently excited at seeing these hills rise up 
towards the West. Sometimes night would begin to fall before we arrived at Ludlow. In 
the West the heavens would be on fire reminding one of the battles of the past. Against 
that light the hills rose darkly and threateningly as though they were full of armed soldiers 
awaiting their opportunity to attack. To the West.therefore, lay a land of romance, danger 
and mystery." 
Presenter: All that in a way that Prytherch is not, of course. Realistic Prytherch may be, 
but in what sense, I wondered, is he representative of Welsh experience at large in recent 
years? Gwyn Jones, historian and translator, short story writer and poet, and some time 
editor of the Webh Review sets Thomas's poetry in the context of the divisions of Welsh 
history. 
Gwyn Jones(l): Something very decisive happened in Wales in the last century, and the 
nature of the country changed. This was, really, the coming of industrialism to the South. 
The industrial invasions that took place from England, from Ireland, from other parts of 
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Wales, into the South, and suddenly there was a different kind of Wales around. This 
impinged very much upon the language, it impinged very much upon cultural traditions. 
And of course, it changed the balance of the country, between a country of what we 
might call countrymen on the whole, and a country of, call it the worst, industrial serfs in 
the South. And that appeared a very disagreeable change to many people. 
Take a jump forward in time to about the 1930s. Suddenly there was a group of authors 
writing in the late 30s and in the 40s, unlike anything that had happened in Wales before, 
mainly because they were writing in English, and this is - you know the term - Anglo-
Welsh literature. It is a kind of bastard term. It has just been some unfortunate degree of 
something among the parents. But there you are, it is valid, and we know what is meant 
by it. Anglo-Welsh literature is really the making articulate of that part of the Welsh 
nation or people who do not, cannot, or anyhow will not, write in Welsh. Now R.S.Tho-
mas belongs to that. " 
Presenter: Gwyn Jones would, I imagine, be the last to suggest that it is sufficient to call 
Thomas an Anglo-Welsh writer and leave it at that. The first generation of Anglo-Welsh 
writers working in the 30s and 40s seized on the English language without much sense of 
doubt. Poets like Dylan Thomas and Vernon Watkins used English with a sense of elation, 
even euphoria, but those who started writing only a little later, Roland Mathias, the 
novelist Emery Humphries, and Thomas himself, used their English much more ambiva-
lently, to employ the language of the invader, the language of the modem world. They 
implied a profound sense of cultural loss, the loss of the Welsh language, the loss of 
national identity. It left the writer in a position, as Thomas puts it in a radio talk on the 
suicide of the writer, of eking out an existence in the no-man's land between cultures, and 
deserving the admonishment of his compatriots for doing so. 
R.S.Thomas(3): "Well, this is the chief thing in my life, and I deplore the inroads, the 
erosion of its identity. I deplore the gradual breakdown of the Welsh language. I deplore 
so-called modern life. Whilst recognizing that one can see the past through rose-tinted 
glasses, I nevertheless think that almost all the changes in Wales have been for the worst. 
I certainly am committed to the idea of an independent Wales. I believe in a Welsh repu-
blic. I think the people of Wales should have their own representative Parliament, which 
conducts all their affairs without any direction from London. This does not mean to say 
that we wish to cut ourselves off, as the jive goes, and set up customs and all those sort of 
things, but I do believe in complete autonomy for the Welsh people so that they can 
gradually recover their own self-respect. " 
Presenter: In his savage poem 'Reservoirs' Thomas asks "where can I go then from the 
smell/ of decay, from the putrefying of a dead/ nation? I have walked the shore/for an 
hour and seen the English/ scavenging among the remains/of our culture, covering the 
sand/ like the tide and, with the roughness/ of the tide, elbowing our language/ into the 
grave that we have dug for it." (FLW 26) As these lines imply,the thing that Thomas 
resents as much as domination is Welsh self-destructiveness. He has little or no time for a 
society he believes to have betrayed itself and its fabulous legacy. He celebrates the Wales 
of the Mabinogion because that was a time when the Welsh spoke Welsh, when they 
boasted heroic and spiritual values worth having. Some critics, though no less committed 
to the idea and identity of Wales than Thomas himself, think his view of Wales and the 
Welsh to be curiously restricted and remote. Gwyn Jones: 
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Gwyfl Jones(2): "He is unconcerned, quite frankly, with South Wales, where most of the 
population lives, where so many of his fellow countrymen and especially the great mass of 
Welsh writers in English have come from, where there has been so much turmoil, where 
the pressures of the world such as economics - politically especially - have ebbed and 
flowed, and they are doing it today. All these things that are happening, these are of no 
importance to him. Now the Plaid, the Welsh Nationalist Party, in the old days it seems 
to me, more or less divorced itself from contemporary politics. Men stood as members of 
Parliament for Plaid saying "elect me and I promise I will never go to Westminster", 
which seems to me so extraordinary. This divorce from the practicalities of all these 
complex things that make up our public and private lives - and he seems to be very 
divorced from them - I don't know, has he ever written about South Wales and its 
enormous problems? Down there we rather tend to forget about the North, you see, and 
not worry about that. It is more sparsely inhabited and so on. He has a right to do what 
he would as a poet, but there is something very selective in him altogether. " 
Presenter: Selective? It is true Thomas does not rub shoulders with the miners in the 
valleys, and reviles or simply ignores many aspects of the world dominated by technolo-
gy. But I am not happy about calling him selective, or in any way evasive. Rather one 
gets a sense from his work as a man who looks quite unblinkingly at the raw material in 
front of him. He has never shut one eye, or taken the easy way out, but always followed 
a road to its end, however stony. And Iago Prytherch is not just a man stripped of love 
and thought by the land's harshness. He is also a man in a suffering universe where a God 
of love and forgiveness is not much in evidence. Andrew Waterman sees something like 
inevitability in the development some find surprising from the early poems about Iago 
Prytherch to Thomas's later work. 
Andrew Waterman(2): "In the later poetry Prytherch could be me, as Thomas writes, 
become part of me, aching in me like a bone often bruised. And obviously it is no great 
leap from this sort of intemalisation of the problematical peasant to Thomas's subsequent 
questioning of a troubling deity who seems to be constructed largely in Prytherch's image, 
a sort of supernatural apotheosis of the peasant, a God who is conceived as elemental, un-
cooperative, resentful, unresponsible sort of disgruntled farmer in a rather unprofitable 
universe. " 
Presenter: Looking at the lavish metaphors and notes of affirmation and revelation in one 
or two of Thomas's early poems concerned with the relationship of God and man, one 
might be forgiven for thinking him a poet of transfiguration. All through history, he says 
in 'The View from the Window* the great brush has not rested, nor the paint dried; yet 
what eye, looking coolly,or, as we now, through the tears' lenses, ever saw this work and 
it was not fmished?" How can a God of love let many of his creatures lead such into-
lerable lives? Does he perhaps require us to suffer? 
Well, when Thomas published his startling collection H'M in 1972 (even the title is 
disconcerting and it is a collection of bitter, terse, searching poems) it became clear that 
an inquiry into the purpose of life, the meaning of life, had become central to him as a 
poet. Observation had largely given way to introspection. This is an unhappy collection. It 
reveals a mutual disenchantment of God and man. It portrays a God who calls for human 
sacrifice. It introduces the concept of the Machine (capital M), an unspecific evil force 
that seems to stand for all that Thomas deplores in the modern world. 
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In one poem 'Soliloquy' God derides man for genuflecting to the machine, and savagely 
decides to do away with his flawed creation, the world, altogether. "And God thought: 
Pray away, creatures, 1 am going to destroy it. The mistake is mine, if you like." 
D.Z.Phillips, professor of Philosophy at the University of Swansea, and a man whose 
chief concern is being with the philosphy of religion, is prepared to make substantial 
claims for the quality of Thomas's religious thought. 
D.Z.Phillips(l): He is an absolutely honest poet. He will not win through to any 
religious sense at the expense of falsifying the harsh facts of human life. He, I think, 
would go along with Simone Weil when she said that Christianity offers a use for 
suffering but no remedy for it. When I wrote an essay on Thomas called 'Seeking the 
Poem in the Pain' in a collection on philosophy and literature, I had concluded that he 
achieved no satisfactory religious syntax in verse. That is because, like most people who 
read Thomas, the immediate impression made on you is by the negative poems: the poems 
that show God as a monster, and the poems that celebrate the endurance of Iago Pry-
therch, and so on. What I now think is that he is one of the very few poets indeed in the 
twentieth century, who has succeeded in speaking directly about religion in verse in such a 
way as to make a mediation of religious sense in our time possible. " 
Presenter: Yes, but what, I wondered, did this mediation consist of? What is there in 
Thomas's religious thinking that justifies such a large claim? 
D.Z.Phillips(2): "I think what he has in mind is the way in which apologetics tries to 
make a theodicy, that is, a system which justifies God's ways to men; and in the figure of 
the farmer Iago Prytherch he is faced with this challenge: how would God's plan justify in 
any way what is happening to this man who toils unrelentingly for very little reward. This 
figure haunts him and the question he poses is "what has the God of Christianity to say to 
the sufferings of this man?" What he rejects is one kind of answer which says: these 
sufferings can be justified in terms of some higher good to which they lead. He says 
somewhere that if religion is to speak, the belief should be dipped not in dewy fountains 
but rather in the manure from which these farmers squelch to the bleakness of their 
assignations. 
I think that in the later poems you have to die to the idea of the happy ending; die to the 
idea that every suffering is to be compensated by a greater good. Instead of the cry "Why 
is this happening to me?" you have a different question "Why shouldn't this be happening 
to me?" And the very absence of an explanation leads to a conception of grace. In other 
words, there is no reason why I, in particular, am being treated in this way, or why he, 
in particular, is being treated in that way. The very pointlessness of the way in which the 
rain falls on the just and the unjust, that very pointlessness leads to a conception of all 
things as a gift. Of course, what is interesting, for secular people it would lead to a 
conception of luck, for religious people to a conception of grace." 
Presenter: But grace in another sense of the word is just what worries some critics. 'The 
grace of accuracy' in Robert Lowell's memorable phrase. Andrew Waterman is one of 
those worried by the abstractions and reiterative language of the later poems. 
Andrew Waterman(3): "It is commonly written in a sort of cadenced free verse consis-
ting of short unrhymed lines and I find in the later work, what I don't find in the early 
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work, though quite often it does seem to read simply like chopped-up prose, it seems to 
lose tautness and rhythmic control. Also his way of abbreviating metaphors and terse 
genitives which so obviously have not been seen in his earlier poems when he talks of the 
peasant turning the fields - pages become a mannerism which he reiterates monotonously 
through all these phrases like 'the chemistry of the spirit, the laboratory of the spirit, the 
laboratory of my understanding, the mind's tools, the abstract geology of the mind', and 
so forth. This sort of thing worries me, and Thomas is obviously aware of the problem, 
because in one of his later poems 'After Jericho' he celebrates, as he puts it, verse that 
fights language with its own tools. The poem tells us how the poet scatters any conscript 
army, because his words, every one of them, are volunteers. It seems unfortunate to me 
that Thomas seems not to have taken up his own lesson in a lot of poems since the 1960s. 
He seems to me consistently to have been in fact deploying his own conscript army, 
ready-made phrases. " 
Presenter: The poems in Thomas's collections of the Seventies, Laboratories of the 
Spirit, The Way of It, and Frequencies are no less audacious than those 'm H'M in their 
universality, but altogether less bitter and more philosophical in tone. They are poems of a 
man arguing with himself, worrying at an idea, circling it, broaching it from all sides. 
Whatever view one may hold of that texture, it is abundantly clear that they are the 
outcome of strenuous intellectual engagement; they advance far-reaching ideas. 
R.S.Thomas(4):"I do like Tillich's idea of the Ground of Being, that God is not a being. 
I rather suspect that so many Christians -1 mean we have been brought up on the Bible to 
believe that God is a Being, whereas the slightly more impersonal approach of Hindu 
thought, and Buddhistic thought for that matter, does give me a feeling that this is more 
what I am after. If there is any contact with an eternal reality I don't want to limit that 
reality to personality. It is a bit like Wordsworth's Fourteenth book of The Prelude with 
his trip up Yr Wyddfa, Snowdon. It seemed to me a type of majestic intellect. This seems 
to be more what I am after. It is this majestic intellect, of which personality is only one 
aspect, because with the enormous increase of modern knowledge we now know so much 
about life which is very difficult to equate with a traditional approach to God. And with 
the impact of science and technology I sometimes feel a bit more at home with Hindu 
thought than I do with Christian thought. 
One of the things I have been certainly trying to do over these last ten years, without 
much success I suppose because of my own limitations, is to see where God can come in, 
as it were, into the scientific technological world which we now inhabit. I am not a 
scientist. I don't understand, as anybody else does, the esoteric side of science and tech-
nology. It seems to me a disaster if we cannot make poetry which is of interest to a 
scientific technological age. If we really have to leave a last developing body of know-
ledge and vocabulary out of our poetic workshop, it seems to me, there is no real future 
for poetry. " 
Presenter: In the end, of course, the only lest of a poet is his poems. Even a poet who 
takes on such thorny issues as the inadequacy of language and the undefinability of God. 
Robin Young picks out a poem 'The White Tiger', which seems to me to show that that 
these later concerns of Thomas's can bear quite remarkable fruit. 
Robin Young(2): "It is a poem which works around, centres on a single symbol which is 
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the white tiger. Custom of Blake's tiger, and Broker's panther and a good many other 
beasts in the poetic bestiary. But it is absolutely distinctive, I think, distinctive partly 
because of what it is saying, which in a way is quite distant indeed from what Blake is 
saying (the corresponding man). This is a poem about the refusal of the Eternal to be 
identified and defined. Distinctive,too, in the extraordinary pearly, mother-of-pearl texture 
of the language of the poem itself. " 
R.S.Thomas reads 'The White Tiger' (FRQ 45) 
Robin Young(3): "It is a poem which, in a sense, relies on colour and texture, but at 
the same time is without colour and texture. It was the colour of moonlight on snow, a 
disquieting moonlight. And yet, within this world of poetic texture, there is nevertheless 
that clear, that very beautiful precise statement of incapacity of language to state anything, 
or anything important. The only thing which is important, I think, in these later poems is 
precisely the nature of being, of God himself." 
Presenter: Yes, and another of Thomas's later work is his attempt to find images which 
express spiritual truth. To this end he has postulated the idea of a place called 'Aber-
cuawg', a place first named by a medieval poet. In Abercuawg there sang cuckoos. Where 
is this place and what is it? Abercuawg is an ideal place like Avalon on the Isles of the 
Blessed, not to be found on any map, not to be defined it is a place that any seeker after 
truth must aspire to. And not to find it should not be a matter of despair, but rather, as 
Thomas says in his poem 'Abercuawg', an incentive. An absence is how we become surer 
of what we want. Abercuawg is not here now, but there. And there is the indefinable 
point, the incarnation of a concept, the moment at which a little becomes a lot. Aber-
cuawg must then be the point at which human beings can apprehend God. 
Thomas's sustained attempts to reconcile temporal and spiritual adds up to an achievement 
which invites comparison to that of T.S.Eliot. Poems like 'The White Tiger' and 
'Abercuawg' sound a note of austere majesty which is all Thomas's own, the product both 
of rigorous ideas and a formidable battery of technical skills. Gwyn Jones again: 
Gwyn Jones(3): I wonder whether he is the finest, conscious craftsman writing verse in 
English today. 1 don't know whether your experiences buy it, but I read fairly large-sized 
acreages of verse, especially in periodicals and the rest of it, and then at the end of it so 
what? Clever, smart, nothing, forgotten it. Now with Thomas you don't do that at all. 
Whether you like a poem of Thomas's, or whether you don't like it, my word,it stays in 
your memory and it turns around somewhere in your vitals, because he is a master of the 
word, he is master of the phrase, he is a master of the poetic line, he is a master of the 
conjunction of lines, and he is a master therefore of the stanza. And he writes poems of a 
length that is exactly geared to his poetic strengths. He is really a wonderful performer. I 
used to think twenty or thirty years ago that R.S.Thomas worked a very narrow furrow, 
that he worked it most truly, he worked it very deep, and he got a remarkable crop out of 
it. But I think that was rather arrogant on my part. It is a wider field of furrows than you 
think. 
The justification of the poet is what he produces, and, for example, I now feel free to 
criticize R.S. if I want to, because I regard him as a very fine poet. There is no point in 
just mumbling general benedictions over him. Many things are missing. One feels that 
human love is missing. The expression of the natural, kind, warm emotions of humanity 
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are too frequently missing. Even the warmth and kindliness and love of the Christian 
religion seems to me to be very much underdone by R.S. But this a matter of judgment. 
Here he is: a splendid poet, obviously a very sincere man, and this is what he makes of it. 
And he is fighting very, very hard to say precisely what it is he has to say". 
Presenter: That fight is something no one disputes. And even those who have been 
critical of some aspects of Thomas's work, like Andrew Waterman, recognize that its has 
led to estimable and enduring work. 
Andrew Watennan(4): "There is a poem called 'Gone?' (FRQ 34). In 'Gone?' Thomas 
asks: will they say on some future occasion, looking out over the flogged acres of 
ploughland, this was Prytherch country? The poem goes on to say that there is nothing to 
show for it now; times have changed, the walls have gone, everything is motorized. And 
when people are not driving their cars, they are indoors watching television, and so on. 
There is no longer the peasant himself, the face with the crazed eyes that looked on this 
land and found no beauty in it, but accepted it. Nevertheless whatever has happened on 
the ground, one's answer to Thomas's question in that poem will they say: this was Pry-
therch country, has -1 think - to be: yes. His poetry has created what I tend to think of as 
Prytherch country, as a world that my imagination can inhabit, that endures with its 
universal meanings, whatever history has done to the actuality, and I think this is no mean 
achievement." 
Presenter: R.S.Thomas is seventy this year. Since his retirement from the priesthood five 
years ago he and his wife Elsie have lived in a cottage clinging to the hillside of the end 
of the Lleyn peninsula; a place half-way between the wide skies above and the enticing 
bay of Hell's Mouth beneath. Despite his typical self-disparagement in telling me he feels 
more or less burnt out as a lyric poet, Thomas continues to write as robustly and 
searchingly as ever. I think he is a man who relishes a battle and is quite undeterred by 
temporary setbacks and failures. 
R.S.Thomas(S): I think that it is the failures that produce the poetry, having laboured 
possibly unsuccesfully over one or two poems. Then out of those failures is born a better 
poem. Although one is frustrated at the end of a period of writing and not bringing the 
poem forth at that time, because this has been the mind, occupied with structure and 
prosody and vocabulary, which is going to bear fruit at some future time in a day or two 
or a week later. Although I try to work carefully, I think that every poet is haunted by 
this feeling of inspiration; that you can labour, as Yeats said in one of his poems, 
'Adam's Curse', you can labour for hours and not produce the effect and then out of the 
blue, without you apparently doing very much about it, comes the good poem or the good 
lines, so that when something has come, even if it is not all that good, I am certainly not 
going to tamper with it afterwards, that is why I never revise. And in any case, I mean it 
is like somebody else revising, because the person who is writing the poem is hardly the 
same person as he who would approach it at some future time." 
Presenter: I am reminded of those words in 'The Moon in Lleyn': "you must remain 
kneeling", for both the poet and the man of God dedication, the attitude of prayer, is 
essential. For the poet there has to come a moment of inspiration, or else there is no good 
poem, no good lines. For the man of God there may be a moment of revelation. But even 
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if there is not, what does it matter? The act of dedication must yield its own immense 
reward. 
R.S.Thomas reads: 'Sea Watching' (LAB 64). 
B.B.C.Announcer. This was "R.S.Thomas at Seventy". The programme was written and 
presented by Kevin Crossley Holland, and the speakers were Gwynn Jones, Andrew 
Waterman, Robin Young and R.S.Thomas himself. The programme was produced in 
Manchester by Frazer Steel. 
******************* 
NOTE: The full text of the programme is published here for the first time - unedited - in 
my own transcription, with the kind and written permission of both the B.B.C. London 
(Mr. Frazer Steel) and Mr.Kevin Crossley Holland. The full text of the poems read by 
R.S.Thomas is available elsewehere. The private recording of the programme was lent to 
me by Raymond Garlick. 
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DANK 
Zonder de hulp van velen zou dit boek nooit tot stand gekomen zijn. Mijn promotor 
professor Wim Bronzwaer heeft niet alleen mijn aandacht gevestigd op R.S.Thomas, doch 
ook met grote deskundigheid en welwillende gestrengheid het werk vanaf het eerste begin 
begeleid en de 'jaargenoot-promovendus ' moed ingesproken naarmate het werk vorderde. 
Promotor professor Kees Waaijman heeft mij, op elk gewenst moment, terzijde gestaan met 
zijn kennis van de mystiek en de mystieke vroomheid, mij weg proberen te houden van de 
dogmatiek' en is mij op het spoor van de ervaring voorgegaan. Ook methodisch heb ik 
veel van hem geleerd: Hoofdstuk Vier dankt zijn vorm vooral aan zijn heldere kritische op-
merkingen. Professor Matthieu Spiertz, een goede persoonlijke vriend sinds de dagen van 
het Pius-Convict, heeft mij altijd op zijn eigen bescheiden maar trefzekere wijze ge-
stimuleerd en met nuttige methodische adviezen geholpen. Canon Donald Allchin uit Ox-
ford, zelf een autoriteit aangaande R.S.Thomas en persoonlijk met hem bevriend, heeft mij 
geholpen door zijn publikaties en in het persoonlijke gesprek. Jeremy Hooker (Bristol) 
alsook Raymond Garlick (Carmarthen) hebben elk op eigen wijze mijn schreden helpen 
richten. De Warden van St Michael 's College in Llandaff (Cardiff) dank ik voor de week 
die ik in zijn college mocht doorbrengen. Oud-collega Eileen Geeve-Conn (Dalton SG 
Voorburg) is de eerste Schotse vrouw (Glasgow) met een Nederlands doktoraal Engeb 
(R. U.Leiden) die de Engelse tekst heeft gecorrigeerd van een Nederlandse dissertatie over 
een Engelstalige dichter uit Wales. 
Mijn vrouw Betty, zelf alumna van deze universiteit en nog steeds docente Engels, heeft 
mij altijd aangemoedigd het werk door te zetten, ofschoon zij daardoor vele avonden en 
weekenden zonder mijn gezelschap heeft moeten doorbrengen, omdat R.S.Thomas haar 
man opeiste. De opleiding van de beide paranymfen heeft ons vele jaren gekost, maar het 
resultaat mag nu, hopen wij, gezien worden. Wij zijn daar erg dankbaar voor. 
Een bijzonder woord ter nagedachtenis is hier op zijn plaats aan de persoon van de man 
aan wie deze studie is opgedragen en die mij ooit uitkoos om zijn opvolger als docent te 
worden aan het toenmalige kleinseminarie "Hageveld". Hij vertrouwde mij eens toe dat 
hij nog graag had willen promoveren aan deze universiteit. Het is er niet van gekomen. 
Wij deelden van meet af aan onze aktieve belangstelling voor de journalistiek. Ik heb veel 
aan hem te danken. 'Father Teddy ' is voor mij nog steeds 'mijn ' bisschop. 
Tenslotte spreek ik mijn dank uit jegens aldegenen die door hun belangstelling mij 
geholpen hebben een studie te voltooien die ik weliswaar niet zelf koos - deze begon ooit 
als een opdracht · maar die gaandeweg onder leiding van de hoogleraren Birrell en 
Storms een wezenlijk en onmisbaar stuk van mijn leven geworden is. De Katholieke 
Universiteit van Nijmegen heeft zich jegens mij in meer dan één opzicht een Alma Mater 
getoond. 
*************************************************** 
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CURRICULUM VITAE M.J.J, van Buuren 
De promovendus heeft het middelbaar onderwijs gevolgd aan het kleinseminarie van het 
bisdom Haarlem Hageveld in Heemstede, dat werd afgesloten met het staatsexamen 
gymnasium a. De priesteropleiding werd voortgezet en voltooid aan het Filosoficum en 
Theologicum in Warmond. Hij werd priester gewijd in 19S3. Eén jaar pastoraat in 
Amsterdam (St Augustinus Buitenveldert) werd gevolgd door de opdracht een doktoraal 
studie engels te gaan volgen in Nijmegen. Het doktoraal examen werd behaald op 6 
december 1962. Na een korte periode vanaf 1961 als leraar aan hetzelfde Hageveld trad 
hij op 1 januari 1963 in dienst van de Katholieke Radio Omroep als hoofd godsdienstige 
uitzendingen. Na zijn ontslag uit de pastorale bediening van het bisdom Haarlem werkte 
hij enkele jaren als medewerker van de culturele attaché aan de Amerikaanse Ambassade 
in Den Haag. Van 1967 tot 1983 was hij leraar engels, later ook decaan en conrector, aan 
de Openbare Dalton Scholengemeenschap in Voorburg. Hij was tot 1982 part-time 
verbonden aan de lerarenopleiding van de Nutsacademie in Rotterdam, alsook enkele jaren 
aan de TH in Delft. Na vervroegd ontslag uit het onderwijs in 1983 heeft hij tot juni 1993 
freelance opnieuw meegewerkt aan radio- en tv programma's van de Katholieke Radio 
Omroep. Hij publiceerde in 1985 een bundel impressies van figuren uit de evangeliën Die 
Vreemde Man uit Nazareth (Lannoo, Tielt). Hij is gehuwd sinds 1966 en heeft twee 
zonen. 
Paranymphen: 
Mr M.P.P. van Buuren 
Th.P.H. van Buuren 

STELLINGEN 
behorende bij het proefschrift WAITING The Religious Poetry of Ronald 
Stuart Thomas, Welsh Priest and Poet. 
1. De mythische thematiek in de poëzie van R.S.Thomas verschilt in haar 
doelstelling wezenlijk van die van Ted Hughes. De laatste wendt deze 
aan als poëtische stijlfiguur; R.S.Thomas gebruikt haar om een theolo-
gisch doel te bereiken. (Ted Hughes: Crow, 1972; R.S.Thomas: H'M, 
1972) 
2. Het wekt verbazing dat F.R.Leavis in zijn bewonderende essay over 
Gerard Manley Hopkins' poëzie geen melding maakt van de erkende 
invloed van diens verblijf in Noord Wales en zijn kennismaking met het 
Welsh op zijn poëtische taalgebruik. (New Bearings in English Poetry, 
1932, pp. 159-193) 
3 R.S.Thomas heeft overtuigend aangetoond dat de 'via affinnativa' slechts 
een beperkte rol vervult bij de verdieping van de persoonlijke band tus-
sen mens en God. 
4. De heilsverkondiging door het Christendom zal, in een gesecularizeerde 
samenleving als die van West-Europa, verder ontdaan moeten worden 
van mythische elementen. Het verwijt dat de theoloog gemaakt zou 
kunnen worden dat hij/zij zich niet bijbels genoeg uitdrukt moet dan 
maar op de koop toe genomen worden. 
5. De waar te nemen accent-verschuiving in theologische aandacht van 
persoonlijke zondeval, schuld en verlossing naar zowel de schepping en 
de individuele menselijke verantwoordelijkheid voor het voortbestaan van 
de wereld als het leven in al zijn aspecten (Conciliair proces), zal voor 
de hele mensheid een hernieuwde inspiratie vanuit het Christendom kun-
nen gaan betekenen. 
6. De algemene her-invoering van het Welsh (Cymraeg) als voertaal in 
Wales zal pas slagen, zodra daar politieke en economische belangen mee 
gediend zijn. Nu klinken de oproepen daartoe (o.a. van R.S.Thomas) 
zwak, omdat die uitsluitend uit de literaire en de cultuur-historische 
hoeken komen. 
7. Publieksradio in Nederland zal, om zich van een eigen plaats te verzeke-
ren naast een commercieel systeem, zich moeten vernieuwen tot 'commu-
nity radio' met programma's die functioneren tussen mensen onderling. 
8. De roeping van vrouwen tot het volledige kerkelijke ambt wordt niet 
vereist, noch gerechtvaardigd door het chronisch gebrek aan célibataire 
mannelijke candidaten. Deze is een principiële zaak van eenvoudige 
gelijkberechtiging, die is vastgelegd in Gen. 1:27 en 2:18. 
9. 'But be contented: when that fell arrest 
Without all bail shall carry me away, 
My life hath in this line some interest, 
Which for memorial still with thee shall stay." 
(William Shakespeare: Sonnet LXXIV) 
10. "Where is the life we have lost in living? 
Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? 
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information? 
(Thomas Stearns Eliot: The Rock 1934) 
11. De irritatie, veroorzaakt doordat de leuning van de roltrap sneller 
beweegt dan de trap zelf, wordt ruimschoots overtroffen door het gevoel 
van totale vervreemding als de roltrap zich bij betreden niet in beweging 
zet. 
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